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PREFACE 



During one of my field trips in the Gulf, in April 1992, I met a Qatari, 
Muhammed Saeed al-Balushi, who completely changed the way I looked 
at the maritime culture of the Western Indian Ocean. Muhammed 
was then head of research and documentation at the Arab Gulf States 
Folklore Centre in Doha and it was thanks to him that I began searching 
the history of sailing ships through early Arabic sources. One day, he 
introduced me to Yousef Al Majid, a master builder in Doha, who was 
building a replica of a 90-foot long battil. In the days of sail the battil 
was a trading and pearling vessel, but also a pirate and warship in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. She was a double-ended craft, with 
a fiddle-headed bow, a high sternpost and double forward-leaning masts. 
I was transfixed by the sheer beauty and craftsmanship of the vessel 
and resolved there and then to find out more about these relics of the 
distant past and how they might relate to the modern vessels I had previ- 
ously observed. Yousef told me: "If you want to know all about the past, 
go to the coasts of Oman; there you shall see how our ancestors build 
our ships and sailed them". He was absolutely right, and furthermore, 
I found that traditional dhow-building, though in decline, still exists in 
places dotted around the coasts of the Indian Ocean. 

Visiting these places, I have watched closely the different stages of 
building a craft and the progress of the sailing vessel herself. I watched 
carpenters from carving boats made out of the bark of a tree with a 
crude knife to others building vessels of intricate beauty. Observing how 
things are done and talking with people made me consider the reasons 
to build, equip and fit out watercraft over the centuries and the com- 
munities who existed around them. This is what this book is about: the 
Classic Ships of Islam, the story of river boats and ocean-going vessels. 

I chose the word "Classic" to denote something which has stood the 
"test of time"; a "standard" form: in other words, these are the best 
examples of ship-types recorded by Muslim historians, geographers, 
travellers and storytellers. Classic Ships of Islam is about types of craft, 
their hull design, and equipment, but also about seamanship and 
technology in the context of the broader historical framework. The 
focal point is the Western Indian Ocean and the two corridors: the 
Arabian/Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. Within this context, I have 
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attempted to look at the past through the last remnants of traditional 
watercraft and it is they who have inspired the writing of the book. 
They have not changed since antiquity; the way they are built is the 
same as it was then; the building materials are the same and the tools 
are rudimentary. Man's first attempts at navigation may perhaps have 
been made upon rivers not on the sea: the vastness of the sea frightened 
him, but once those first journeys were attempted, technology advanced 
at different stages. Ships were built light enough to ride the waves; they 
had a single rudder on the starboard side or two rudders, one on each 
side of the stern; they were also propelled by sails, the square-type or 
lateen; and the stars guided them through the night. Following tradi- 
tional practices, the mariners voyaged across the ocean with impunity, 
and if necessary, they relied on a primitive compass and pilot guides. 
Many of the seafarers' yarns tell a story of suffering, courage and the 
endurance of the sailors who survived in difficult circumstances. They 
are stories about deep piety and superstition, but mixed with myth and 
legend there are solid facts. One factor above all else remained constant: 
seafaring in the Western Indian Ocean followed the rhythmic seasonal 
monsoonal winds, so fundamental to the physical, human and spiritual 
unities of the various seafaring communities. 



Dionisius A. Agius 
Exeter 2007 
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NOTE 



I have adopted the Library of Congress Arabic Transliteration System 
for names of Arab(ian)/Muslim rulers, dynasties, religious and political 
movements and technical terms. All bibliographical Arabic entries (i.e. 
names of authors, titles of works etc.) and citations in the text follow 
the Transliteration System. Pre -Islamic and Quranic citations maintain 
full vocalization; other texts are transliterated in full or pausal form. 
Place-names of towns such as Aden, Aidhab, Basra, Jeddah, Quseir, 
Suakin or countries like Iraq, Oman and Yemen are better known to 
the reader in this form rather than using the Transliteration System, 
e.g. Aden for Adan, Aidhab for c Aydhab, Basra for Basra, Goga for 
Quqa, Hasa for Ahsa 5 , Iraq for 'Iraq, Jeddah for Judda, Mahfuza for 
Mahfuza, Oman for 'Uman, Quseir for Qusayr, and Suakin for Sawakin. 
A transliterated form of the place-name is found in the Index and placed 
in brackets, eg Ras al-Khaimah (Ra's al-Khayma), Sohar (Suhar) and 
Yanbo (Yanbu 1 ). Also note that in the text nisbas or relative adjectives 
relating to a country or town of origin are used with no diacritics, eg 
Adeni for AdanI, Dhofari for Zufarl, Sirafi for Slraft. Christian dates 
are normally preceded by Islamic dates if the subject concerns the 
Islamic period; in other instances only the date of the Christian era is 
inserted. In the text and bibliographical references, the word Ibn (son) 
occurs at initial position with Classical and Medieval Muslim writers, 
eg Ibn Hawqal, but an abbreviated b. is employed in the middle of a 
name, eg Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Husayn. All Classical, Medieval 
and Modern Arabic (and Muslim) names starting with al- are listed 
in the bibliography under the first letter following a/-, eg al-MaqrlzI 
under /m/, al-Qutami under /q/, al-Rudhrawari under /r/ and al- 
Samarqandl under /s/. 
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CHAPTER ONE 



A JOURNEY INTO THE PAST 



ji\ OLit J Ifc Ijjljt! j>_j=j)l j,S3 J»- ^jjl y>j 

It is He who maketh the stars for you, that ye may 
guide yourselves, with their help, through the dark 
spaces of land and sea. . . .' 

Al-Qur an, Surat al-An'am, VI: 97 

Nowadays, when maps, distance and speed have become integral to 
our life style, we have almost forgotten that world where man relied on 
camel, horse, donkey, or ship for transport. Whether travel was by land 
or sea, man perforce had to call upon the experience of generations 
gone before to ensure his safety, but sea transport was always perilous 
for many reasons, not least that navigational aids were not accurate. 

The sea proved no barrier to human enterprise; trade and cultural 
interaction brought together the great civilizations of China, India and 
Islam. The caravan routes overland, as they had been in the past, were 
a vital source for trade; their connections with the main harbours led 
to an expansion of the sea-borne trade and, though there were times 
when it was affected by political instability and natural disasters, trade 
continued to prosper until the day the Europeans entered the Indian 
Ocean in 1487, as capitalist predators, disturbing the commercial and 
cultural system of peoples who had lived in relative harmony since 
antiquity. 

This book is the third and final journey from the modern age back to 
the Classical and Medieval period of Islam. Two of my earlier works, In 
the Wake of the Dhow: The Arab itn (in in Ohio ,< ><K ) aid Seafaring in the 
Arabian Gulf and Oman: The People of the Dhow (2005) focused on the 
cultural, material and commercial significance of the traditional ship 
(the dhow); her role in the life and interaction of coastal communities; 
the long tradition of seafaring in the Western Indian Ocean during 



1 ]\u lni at i i 

Ali 1946, I: 317. 
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the Portuguese (16th c), the Dutch (16th to 18th c) and the English 
presence (19th to late mid-20th c) until the decline in maritime activ- 
ity in the Gulf with the advent of oil. The present study, Classic Ships 
of Islam: From Mesopotamia to the Indian Ocean charts the development 
of watercraft from antiquity to the Middle Medieval Islamic period. 
It utilizes mainly Classical and Medieval Arabic literary sources with 
iconographical evidence and archaeological finds. It is divided into 
six parts: Part One discusses the methodology and the main Arabic 
sources used in this book; Part Two looks at early maritime contacts and 
port towns of the Classical and Medieval Islamic period; Part Three 
examines watercraft technology during the Bronze Age and construc- 
tion features of ships in Medieval Islam; Part Four is an inquiry into 
seamanship and the Indian Ocean ship whether engaged in trade or 
hajj (pilgrimage) or naval activities; Part Five analyzes types of boats 
and ships, and the book concludes with Part Six which is a discussion 
on language contact and language dominance, the use of technical 
terminology and cultural and technological exchange. 

Two principal questions arise in this work: 1) What information can 
early and medieval literary and non-literary sources provide about water 
and seacraft of the Western Indian Ocean and maritime culture in 
general? 2) How reliable are their data and how far can they help us 
to understand construction features of vessels and technology? 

The geographical area 

The book is concerned with the coastal lands surrounding the Western 
Indian Ocean which comprises the Red Sea (the African-Arabian litto- 
rals), the Gulf (Arabian-Persian littorals) and the Arabian Sea i.e. from 
East Africa to West India. It also includes the Euphrates and Tigris 
rivers of Mesopotamia and the River Nile of Egypt. 

To some Greek and Roman historians and geographers the Western 
Indian Ocean was known as the Erythraean Sea and that could some- 
times include the Gulf (the area from Mesopotamia to the Straits of 
Hormuz) and/or the Red Sea. 2 

Over the centuries the naming of the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf 
was generally problematic, resulting in different names at different 



2 Strabo Bk 16.3.11; Periplus 1912: 50. 
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times. Consider Theophrastus (d. c. 287/6 BCE) and Herodotus (d. 425 
or 420 BCE) who called the Red Sea the Arabian Gulf (Gr Arabikos 
kolpos and Lat Arabicus sinus)? The Red Sea is a European adaptation; 
it is understood to reflect the orangy-redness of the corals, hence its 
name. Its original name in Arabic, however, was Bahr al-Qulzum (The 
Sea of Qulzum) but it was also known as Bahr al-Hijaz (The Sea of 
Hijaz) and al-Khaly al-Arabl (The Arabian Gulf). As for the Persian 
Gulf, Eratosthenes (d. c. 194 BCE) and Strabo (d. after 21 CE) apply 
the name Persikos kolpos (Persian Gulf), which later Roman historians 
rendered as Persicus sinus, a toponym that was translated into European 
languages and remained consistent until modern times (map 1). 

As for the Gulf (the Arabian and Persian littorals), the name Sea of 
Fars (Bahr Fars, i.e. the Sea of the Province of Fars) first appears on 
Islamic maps in fourth/ tenth-century geographical-historical works such 
as that of al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c) and Ibn 
Hawqal (fl. c. 367/977-8) (map 2). Al-Masudl (d. 345/956-7) calls it 
al-Bahr al-FarisI (the Sea of Fars) as well as Khallj Fars (the Gulf of 
Fars); 4 it is described by Ibn al-Balkhl (fl. 8th/ 14th c) as "the arm of 
the Great Sea" (i.e. the Indian Ocean). 5 

Other names for the Gulf followed in the sixteenth century: the Otto- 
man Pirl Rets (d. 962/1554) called it the Sea of Hormuz and the Gulf 
of the Indian Ocean. 6 The Ottomans, who captured Basra from the 
Portuguese in 1546, applied three names: the Gulf of Basra, the Gulf 
of Qatif or the Gulf of Arabia. They were used in subsequent charts, 
such as the 1548 map of the Italian cartographer Giacomo Castaldi, 
which had Golpho di Persia (the Gulf of Persia) and Ganson (1568) 
gave Mare Elacatif (The Sea of al-Qatif) while the map of Diego 
Ribero (1529) retained the old name, Sinus Persicus. 

All these toponyms continued to be used in maps of the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth century until the name Persian Gulf was finally 
adopted by the English and French cartographers and remained so till 
the 1960s and 1970s, 7 when it became the Arabian Gulf. It is evident 
that the name Persian Gulf arose from the classical and medieval 



:i Herodotus Bk 2. 102, 158. 

4 Ibn Hawqal 1992: 209; a reference work on maps of the Gulf is in Al-Qasimi's 
1999 and The Arabian Peninsula 2000. 

5 Ibn al-Balkhl 1912: 872. 

6 Pm Re'ls 1988, I: 155-6. 

7 Al-Qasimi 1999: 4. 
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usage of Bahr Fars, and I therefore opted for the use of Persian Gulf 
in this book. 

The whole Indian Ocean was called by early Muslim geographers 
the Green Sea; this is because the sea is so often green or a light blue- 
green colour; other names were Sea of India or Sea of China. It was 
divided into seven seas, each possessing different features: i) Fars, the 
corridor from Southern Mesopotamia to Oman, ii) Lar, probably refer- 
ring from East Africa to West India, iii) Harkand which lies in the Bay 
of Bengal, iv) Kalahbar which is around the west coast of the Malay 
Peninsula, v) Salahit in the region of Sumatra, vi) Kardanj, the sea 
between the Islands of Sumatra and Kalimantan, and vii) Sanji which 
is the South China Sea 8 (map 3). 

Cultural identity: name coinage 

Arab(ian) and Muslim, Frank and Turk, Caffre and Moor are frequent 
coin-terms that come up in the primary and secondary Arabic and 
non-Arabic texts. Their meanings are more complex than they appear 
on the surface. Some clarification, therefore, is intended here to explain 
their usage in the context of the Indian Ocean. 

The period of Islamic conquests can be regarded as a force for a 
political unity and strength and although Arabic became an important 
language of administration within a span of eighty years, it never 
entirely replaced the language of native speakers such as those of 
Persia, India and Egypt to mention a few examples; it was rather the 
assimilation into the Arab(ian)-Islamic culture which constituted one 
unified community, the umma. Sharing one belief it became difficult to 
distinguish between Arab(ian), Persian or Indian; these peoples shared 
the trade -business in the major port towns of the Indian Ocean but 
increasingly in the early centuries of Islam a great part of the com- 
merce came into the hands of other Muslim subjects in South and 
Southeast Asia (see Chapter 3). 

Islam was an Arabian religion: the language of the Holy Book, the 
Quran, was Arabic and the language of administration was Arabic 



See al-Masudl 1983, I: 167-78. 
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but those who spread Islam, at least the majority, were foreigners. The 
streets of Basra, for example, were thronged with Persians, Arabians, 
Indians, East Africans and Malay speakers from Indonesia. Along 
the Persian Gulf the broad distribution of the population during the 
Abbasid caliphate (132-656/749-1258) was, as it seems, predominantly 
Arabian and Persian but there were also minorities of East Africans, 
Indians and others. The Arabian element retained its language, though 
intermarriages with Persians, Indians, East Africans and also Southeast 
Asians were common so that the descendants of the Peninsular Arabi- 
ans might have often retained their language and have changed their 
type. Non-Arabians, living on the peninsula, would have accultured to 
Islam and they might have adopted Arabic as a second language. This 
was probably the socio-cultural and political scenario. The common 
factor was the Islamic community, the umma, to which every Muslim 
belonged. Therefore, the concept of Muslim within the umma was a 
true identity which meant equality irrespective of language, race and 
religion. At least this was the principle. 

So far I have used the word Arab(ian) which stands for Arab and 
Arabian. Why have I done this? Firstly, the word Arab is a loose and 
broad term; it implies, though not always, someone speaking Arabic, a 
Muslim, Christian, or Jew; someone living in an Arabic-speaking country 
from Morocco to Mesopotamia. An Arabian, on the other hand, is an 
inhabitant of the Arabian Peninsula (from the Red Sea to the Persian 
Gulf), one who speaks Arabic and/ or one or more Semitic languages, 
particularly those of Southern Arabia. Consider that before and after 
the coming of Islam many Arabians were not Muslims but Christians, 
Jews and pagans. Alongside those living on the coasts of the Arabian 
Peninsula there was a large immigrant population from Persia, India 
and East Africa who had settled in the main port towns (see Chapters 
2 and 3). These are the Arabians and non-Arabians with whom this 
book is concerned; hence my usage of Arabian throughout the book. 
Secondly, the word Muslim was applied to all those who embraced 
Islam but did not necessarily speak Arabic or acculturate to an Arabian 
identity. Persians are a good example of this. 

If we look at Chinese records we come across the use of Po-sseu 
(c. 455-461) meaning Persian and Ta-chi or To-che (c. 674—675) for 
Arabian, 9 two coin-terms which were discussed first by Ferrand in 



9 Chauju-Kua 1911: 7-8. 
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1924. 10 I shall add two or three points to what we already know. Po- 
sseu seems to be associated with the region of Pars (Gr Perses; Lat 
Parthia; CA Fars). We are told that the products of Sarandib (today 
Sri Lanka), India and Arabia were known to be the "products of Po- 
sseu", so what did the Chinese record mean by "products of Po-sseu"? 
Are they products from the Persian (Sasanian) Empire (224-651 CE), 
ports of which included regions of Mesopotamia, Arabia and India? 
If this is true then the term Po-sseu is justified; or, is the term refer- 
ring to Persian goods transhipped at ports in West India and Arabia? 
It is difficult to say. The use of Ta-chi is interesting; it is probably the 
name for the Arabian tribe of Tayy from the region of Hira; it is per- 
haps a reference to the Aramaic-speaking Nestorian merchants of the 
Tayy tribe who reached China in the seventh century. There is a black 
stone stele erected in 781 in Xi'an in Central Asia with an inscription in 
Syriac listing 70 Nestorian missionaries (Chapter 2). That Persian and 
Arabian merchants were active in China around the time is confirmed 
by the Tang annals (618-907) which record 2,000 of them. 

The distinction as shown is important, it raises the question of ethnic 
identity: Persian versus Arabian. Arabic sources talk specifically about 
Peninsular Arabians if they are discussing desert tribes that settled in 
newly established towns but, in general, the tendency was to label as 
Muslim those foreigners who converted to Islam irrespective of their 
ethnic background. In religious and administrative terms the coin-word 
Muslim is correct but we are in the dark as far as the ethnic background 
is concerned. Persians had converted in masses, though, it needs to be 
said that many Persians, who were most probably Zoroastrians prior to 
Islam, were affiliated to Arabian tribes, some were monolingual, others 
bilingual. So Muslim too is a loose term, as was Arab for anyone who 
speaks Arabic and neither say much about the ethnic background let 
alone that of the Persian-Arabian mix (see Chapter 13). When authors 
wrote of Muslim ships sailing in Southwest Asia we are not sure what 
they meant: Are they talking about Muslim ships manned by Arabic- 
speaking Persians or Persian-speaking Arabians? It is often impossible 
to tell. Some authors, however, are specific: al-Mas udl (d. 345/956-7), 
the historian and geographer, states that the Sirafis and Omanis were 
the leading seafarers of his time who braved the monsoons as far as 



Ferrand 1924: 241-2. 
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China; 11 Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) and Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 
or 779/1377), both travellers, applied the name Muslim sparingly, 
though correctly, in a religious context to distinguish one community 
from another which was not Islamic, such as the Christian, Jew, Hindu 
and Zoroastrian. 

The word Muslim generally was a collective usage; it was difficult to 
discern the identity of one community from another. With the sixteenth- 
century HadramI chronicles on Portuguese activities (904-984/1498- 
1577) we notice that although the word Muslim applied to the North 
African, East African, Indian, Persian and Yemenite, when it came to 
the Ottoman Turks, they did not refer to them as Muslims but preferred 
that they were called Atrak (s Turk). The Portuguese, according to 
the HadramI chronicles, were the Franks, a coin-term remnant of the 
Latin chronicles of the Crusades. Almost with no exception, Muslim 
chronicles of the Crusades called Christians, Franks, for whom the 
Arabic term was ifranj (s ijranji), ultimately meaning a foreigner, the 
underlying meaning being that they are outside Islam. 

For the sixteenth-century Portuguese and thereafter, the indigenous 
were classified into Cafires and Moors, both generic terms to indicate 
pagans and Muslims respectively. In simple terms East Africa was the 
land of Caflres and Arabia the land of Moors. For the Portuguese the 
use of the term Caflre (CA kafir) simply meant a Black person, a word 
borrowed from the Arabs of the Atlantic coast and those of the Medi- 
terranean but with a different connotation, for they called the heathen 
Christians and Jews kujjar (plural of kafir) "unbelievers". 12 In the case of 
the Indian Ocean, kujjar, was a coin-term used by Arabians for pagans 
referring to non-Muslim Blacks while the Portuguese Christians (and 
Jews) or other Europeans were known as Franks; but kujjar was also 
applied as a derogatory term addressed to Europeans. 

The Portuguese called the Muslim a Moor, 13 a name which belonged 



11 Al-Masudi 1983, I: 122-3, 132-3. 

12 See Stirat al-Kafirun (The Unbelievers) CIX: 1-43. On the historical development 
of the term the reader is referred to the article by \V. Bjorkman, '"Kafir". Kmirhpniilifi 
of Islam, Volumes I-XII (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1960-2004), IV: 407-9. 

13 It was first used by the geographer Strabo (d. after 21 CE) (Bk 17. 3.1) in the 
context of the dark-skinned f tliiopians. We find the coin-term applied by an anonymous 
chronicler of 754, to distinguish the identity of Arabs (Levantine) and Arabians from 
the Peninsula) as opposed to inhabitants of North Africa who could either be Arabs 
and/or Berbers or possibly Blacks from Africa, see Taillian 1885: 23. The nomenclature 
was adopted by Christian writers of the Iberian Peninsula circa 8th century and the 
popular practice among the varied linguistic communities (including Portugal) was to 
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to a Mediterranean/Atlantic coinage; this was a convenient name the 
Portuguese used which encompassed any Indian Ocean native who 
was Muslim irrespective of his/her ethnic background and therefore 
it could be an Arabian, East African, Indian, Persian, Javanese, Suma- 
tran etc., but in fact, we know from the chronicler Diogo do Couto 
(d. 1616), that many from Kerala (India), for example, were Christians. 14 
Because of its extensive use in Portuguese chronicles the word Moor 
became a fashionable term among both the populace and European 
writers, evidenced by its occurrence later in the Dutch and English 
documents. 15 



Scope of study 

The historian Ibn Khaldun (d. 808/1406-7) reports that in the early 
years of Islam, the military commander of Egypt, Amr b. al-'As 
(d. c. 42/663), advised the caliph 'Umar b. al-Khattab (13-23/634-644), 
not to use the sea for combat, just the land; he wrote: 

The sea is a great creature upon which weak creatures ride — like worms 
upon a piece of wood. 

7 aid dd\."' 

The purpose of this quote by Ibn Khaldun was to point out that the 
early Muslim conquerors were not ready to take to the sea, not that 
they judged the benefits inconsiderable, but the reason was clear: they 
were unprepared to face the enemy by sea. It was only when Byzantine, 
Persian and Coptic craftsmen were invited by the Muslim administra- 
tors to offer their services that things started to change. Among those 
hired were the shipbuilders and navigators whose experience went 
back generations; thus, from this homogeny of nations, came the best 



call a Muslim, Moor (Maurus, pi Mauri:. But it was the epic Cantor del mid Cid which 
played the decisive role among the popular audience to employ the term Moor to refer 
to anyone who was a Muslim whatever his/her ethnic background. 

14 Subrahmanyam 1997: 119-120. 

15 In a personal communication, Lisbeth Van Til Schaefer (17 June 2000) informed 
me that the label "Moor" (noun or adjective) appears in at least 30 Dutch (CDRAD) 
ARA-VOC documents and the so-called Generate Missieven-material of the Gover- 
nor General and the Council of Directors in the Netherlands alone has hundreds of 
references to "Moor". 

16 Ibn Khaldun 1970: 209; nd: 225. 
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of seacraft, that were eminently able to fulfil the maritime needs of 
the Muslim government and so began a long tradition of the finest of 
shipwrights and seafarers. 

Tradition forms an important part of culture. The word "culture" 
itself is difficult to define. I define it here as a system of relationships 
that exist among a community of people, their daily activities, as dic- 
tated by the politics of the region, and their religious belief. Of these 
relationships, I consider the interaction between man and material 
culture to be one of the most important and significant elements in a 
community. Material culture comprises the objects that the individu- 
als of a community manufacture, subject to climate, environment and 
the materials available; it is also about the relationship between the 
individual and the object, in terms of both manufacture and use. 
Thus, maritime material culture is the relationship between man and 
all that pertains to the sea: the carpenter and his water/ seacraft; the 
community and their materials; the types of boats and ships; the crew; 
navigational aids; winds and currents; the merchants and their voyage; 
trade and hajj (pilgrimage); the harbour and the people. 

When talking of shipbuilding techniques and hull design, tradition 
is the handing down of ideas and practices from one generation to 
another. While this suggests that things remained the same, adaptations 
must have occurred over time; overall, however, the shipwright would 
have adhered to the tried and tested practices of the past, within the 
context of the socio-economic conditions, the availability of material, 
technological resources and the environment. Contacts among coastal 
communities from different parts of the Indian Ocean have undoubtedly 
contributed towards technological exchanges but as much as shipbuild- 
ing traditions were borrowed from foreign technology, it would also be 
right to think that technologies could have developed in parallel. 17 

The traditions of seafaring and shipbuilding have long been a means 
of cultural as well as commercial exchange among the diverse linguis- 
tic and ethnic communities of the Mediterranean, Mesopotamia, the 
Indian Ocean and its two corridors — the Persian Gulf and the Red 
Sea. The Indian Ocean seafaring tradition developed quite separately 



17 Recent research in maritime archaeology nut 1 rdmographir lickl work by Tom 
Yo-iiucr 1990. idem. H Ml 7 and 2003 have produced new [indiums regarding the char- 
acteristics of Indian Ocean watercraft, their design and building methodology from the 
early period (BCE) to most recent times, see also Hornell 1920; idem 1933, 1938, 1942 
and 1946; Landstrom 1961; Prins 1965; idem, 1982; Severin 1982; Heverdahl 1982; 
idem, 1986; Shihab 1987; al-Hijji 1988; Greenhill 1995; Prados 1997; Al-Hijji 2001; 
Agius 2002; idem, 2005a. 
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from the Mediterranean tradition, though contact with Egypt and the 
Levant via the Red Sea was inevitable. Seasonal trade was dictated by 
the monsoonal winds, a long-term reality; they were fundamental to 
the physical and human unities of the Indian Ocean, while religion 
(Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam), no doubt, was 
a great driving force, which strengthened trade and cultural ties. 

One of the problems that I encountered in the present research was 
textual material on maritime culture. Many were only passing references 
but patchy though they were, they shed some light on the history of 
the development of types of ships, their function in trade, pilrimage 
and naval warfare. 

Arabic is enriched with a vast vocabulary coming both from within 
its own tribal dialects and, in the east, from neighbouring languages 
such as Aramaic, Persian, Greek and Indian languages. With the spread 
of Islam, a flood of foreign material-cultural vocabulary crept into the 
language, as converts continued to speak their source language, while 
adopting Arabic as their second language. Arabic being the language of 
the Qur'an, medieval philologists safeguarded it by promoting Arabic 
in its purest form. When it came to vocabulary lists it was the purist 
view to exclude foreign words as they were regarded as unimportant 
and obscure or they contaminated the language of the sacred Qur an. 
Given this state of affairs, a number of maritime cultural terms would 
not have featured in dictionaries. If, on the other hand, the researcher 
does encounter such terms, it is unlikely that the medieval lexicographer 
would give a definition (see Chapter 13). The question arises: given that 
lexica are not our best tools for the search of material cultural terms, 
then in what sort of other written sources do they occur? The answer 
lies in the works of history, geography, travel and, in a few cases, literary 
texts; they are our true source of information, the aims of which are to 
provide factual data though not necessarily with an explanation. The 
challenge, therefore, has been to interpret these data, leading to the 
present study. A difficult task but one which has, nevertheless, yielded 
some interesting results. 



Conceptual framework 

The purpose of this book is a study of ships and seafaring in the clas- 
sical and medieval periods of Islam in the Western Indian Ocean, but 
it also looks at the way ships were built, their design, building materi- 
als and techniques. A synchronic-diachronic approach will help us to 
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understand the development of maritime technology over the centuries, 
from the third millennium BCE to the second millennium CE. 

Although information on maritime culture is generally scanty, 
descriptions of port towns and maritime activity are often forthcoming 
On collecting data for this book, I inquired about the method Classical 
and Medieval Muslim authors (geographers, historians, lexicographers, 
literateurs and travellers) used for verifying their facts, events or termi- 
nology. In doing so I was able to sift the sources into two categories, 
those that are reliable and those that are less so. The criteria these 
writers adopted for their information were based on the following 
fundamentals (usul): a) isndd, the need to state the authority of where 
the information was taken from through a chain of reliable scholars; 
b) mutala' a, reading or consultation; c) mu'ayana, viewing or eye -witness- 
ing; d) muhadatha, interviewing or discussing of material; e) taqyid, travel 
notes; and f) ta 'aruf, judging how commonly the term is used (figure 
1). Muslim writers may not have addressed all the criteria all the time 
but, in general, these principles, whether in whole or in part, were for 
those who travelled around, the basis of the concept, "In Search of 
Knowledge" (ft talab al-'ilm). 

These criteria were my inspiration, and, therefore, the foundation of 
the framework of my study. Like the scientist, I would say that there is 
no general theory that covers all aspects; however, the more facets of the 
past we investigate, the more likely we are to arrive closer to the truth. 



imilala a 
(reading) 



taqyid 
(travel notes) 



ta'aruf 

(usage of common term) 



('interviewing; 
discourse) 



Figure 1 The usul method 
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My point du depart is based on an inquiry into: a) textual material (his- 
torical, geographical, travel and maritime Arabic works); b) lexicography 
(semantics and etymology); c) archaeology (nautical and marine); and 
d) iconography (illustrations, miniatures and graffiti) (figure 2). 

These constitute the arkdn (corners), the demarcation of my book, 
and within these four parameters I shall demonstrate the relationship 
of maritime material culture to the wider picture of the ethnic, reli- 
gious and linguistic mix, as well as the technological and economic 
developments of trade and commerce in the Western Indian Ocean. 
This framework is an attempt to bring four disciplines together, to 
strengthen evidence where there is doubt, to fill gaps where there are 
holes, and to offer interpretations of the sources available and make 
inferences from them. 



CHAPTER ONE 



Textual: Documentary sources 

Among the textual sources that were useful for the present study, are 
the collections of Arabic paper fragments and coins uncovered by the 
University of Chicago (1978— 1980) 1H and the University of Southamp- 
ton archaeological teams (1999-2003) 19 at the Egyptian Red Sea site of 
Quseir al-Qadim, which shed light on the activities and operations of 
shipping business on the Red Sea and the maritime history of Egypt 
during the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods (6th-8th/ 12th- 14th c). The 
Chicago and Southampton archaeologists also unearthed numerous 
artefacts: textiles, a diverse range of wares, glass, coir, leather, ostrich 
eggshells and seeds; they excavated wall foundations of buildings, some 
occupation deposits of the Islamic harbour and a caravanserai, which 
provided rest and storage facilities in the Mamluk period for merchants 
and pilgrims. 20 

Other Arabic documents, comparable to the Quseiri corpus, are 
the Genizah collection (354-663/965-1265), which were unearthed in 
1890 in Old Cairo (Fustat). The documents (a mixture of court state- 
ments and agreements, deeds, private and commercial letters, notes and 
accounts), are written in Hebrew but the content is in Middle Arabic 
(a mixture of Classical Arabic with dialectal influence); the point here 
is that the people who wrote them were Jewish merchants or agents 
who spoke a number of Arabic dialects such as Egyptian, Adeni and 
the North African varieties (including Andalusi Arabic and Siculo 
Arabic). These papers are a window on the socio-economic history 
of the Jewish communities and their trade networks with Egypt, the 
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. My main interest in this col- 
lection is that many letters cover information on harbour management 
and shipping transactions. 21 



li! The study of the fragments lias been undertaken by Li Guo 2004. 

19 The Arabic documents recovered by the Southampton group are being studied by 
a University of Leeds team, sponsored by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(RQAD); for the corpus of paper fragments see Anne Regourd 2004 and forthcoming 
work; for coins see Cecile Bresc (forthcoming) and for Arabic writing on ostrich eggs 
see Agius 2005d. 

20 On the surveys of the excavations at the site consult Whitcomb & Johnson 1979; 
idem, 1982; Peacock & Blue 2006. 

21 Goitein's perceptive work (1967-1993) on these documents is a seminal study, 
a contribution to om mi I g i (lit pin ate and communal life of the Jewish 
community in Early Medieval Islam. Other significant studies on the Genizah docu- 
ments used in my book are: Khalilieh 1995; Margariti 2002 and 2007. 
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Like the Genizah documents, the Quseiri paper fragments promise 
great potential in terms of the economic, social and cultural history 
of Medieval Islam. It is true that the impact of the Quseiri documents 
is perhaps not as rich and wide-ranging as the Genizah corpus. How- 
ever, the Quseiri collection takes us a step further, because the written 
evidence is corroborated by the excavations and the material culture 
recovered from the site, which is lacking in the Genizah discovery. 

Apart from studying the Arabic paper fragments of Quseir al-Qadim 
(ROAD) and the Genizah letters (TS), I have consulted documentary 
sources and manuscripts at the British Library (BL), the Bodleian 
Library (BLO), and the pictorial archive of the Bibliotheque Nationale 
in Paris (BN), Fondation Martin Bodmer at Geneve I \ ll> . Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York (MMA), Turk ve Islam Eserleri Miizesi in 
Istanbul (TIEM) and the Searlight Collection at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London (V&A). For the post-medieval period, though not 
the main focus of this book, I looked at letters, diaries and reports, and 
examined old maps archived in London, The Hague, Paris, Lisbon and 
Mumbai, copies of which are found at the Centre for Documentation 
and Research at Abu Dhabi (CDRAD). 



Arabic literary sources 

My search for textual data on maritime culture came from a number 
of mainly Islamic literary genres: a) classical literature, b) lexicography, 
c) geography, d) history, e) travel, and f) maritime literature. 22 

Two facts underpin the inquiry into the literary material: i) authors 
are constrained by conventions of language, genre, cultural and social 
contextual considerations, ii) what counts as a fact or event or explana- 
tion of an historical phenomenon is relative to time, place, environ- 
mental and cultural conditions. It is not an easy task, given that some 
writers provided maritime information or technical facts in passing 
references, or narrated events in a poor and sometimes ambiguous style 



22 Previously, I have studied types of medieval ships recorded by al-Muqaddasi ifl. 
second half of the 4th/ 10th c) geographer, Ibn Sida (d. 458/1066) lexicographer, Ibn 
Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) traveller, and al-Maqrtz! (d. 846/1442) historian, 
material which has been published in a number of articles; see Agius 1997 and 2005c 
(for al-Muqaddasl); 1998 and 2001 (for al-Maqrtzl); 2001 (for Ibn Battuta); 2005b (for 
Ibn Sida). Some of the information contained in these articles has since been revised 
and included in the present work. 
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of language; others tended to exaggerate in their accounts, while some 
used a language that was symbolic or flowery, though with its elegance 
and style, sometimes expressed factual subjects with great refinement 
and precison. With such an extensive range of literary source material 
used in this study, it became necessary to limit my discussion to those 
works which are the most significant and frequently used. 

A) Classical Literature: From the poetic lore of pre -Islam we have 
the classical ode {qasida). It is one of the richest sources of information 
on early water and seacraft. In these odes, the desert and the camel 
are frequently compared with the vastness of the sea and the ship. 
H. A. R. Gibb succinctly described the qasida as containing a series of 
themes which are "elaborated with unsurpassed vigour, vividness of 
imagination, and precision of imagery, in an infinitely rich and highly 
articulated language". 23 Their description of the richness of life in the 
desert is a source of knowledge about pre-Islamic socio-economic life 
and tribal history There seems little doubt that the desert poets were 
familiar with the maritime world, as much of the nautical vocabulary 
found in these poems is recorded with great vitality and precision. 

The Qur'an has a number of references to the ship; its occurrence, 
however, is symbolic. Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, grew up in an 
environment where the Arabians were familiar with religious symbols 
that were innate in Near Eastern beliefs. One of these was the "ship", 
which was mostly symbolical of man, life and death, and resurrection, 
echoes of which are found in Ancient Egypt as well as Christianity. There 
is evidence of the symbol of the ship in the representation of death 
and resurrection preserved in the verses of Zuhayr b. Abl Salama (d. 
after 627 CE), Abld b. al-Abras (d. c. 554 CE), al-Nabigha 1-DhubyanI 
(d. before 600 CE), and Maymun b. Qays al-Asha (fl. 6th century CE) 
(see Chapter 10). 24 The comparison of death with the ship is a recur- 
rent theme in various beliefs: Tales from Ancient Egypt show death, 
symbolized by the passage of a boat or ship sailing through rough 
seas, followed by calm weather as the mariners are saved from drown- 
ing; 25 a theme also known in Indian and Buddhist votive depictions, 26 
Orthodox icons depicting Saint Nicholas saving a ship from wreckage 



23 Gibb 1963: 13. 

24 Zuhayr 19 vs 15; 'Abld b. al-'Abras 8 vs 5ff; al-Nabigha 5 vs 44ffi; al-A'sha 4 vs 
36fL 5 vs f)6ii:. 13 vs 55ff, 58ffi, sec Lichtenstadter 1976: 18-19. 

25 Lichtenstadter 1976: 19. 

26 Tripati 2006: 88. 
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or people from drowning, and, in more recent times, the votive paint- 
ings of the Roman Catholic faith bearing images of the Virgin Mary, 
the protectress of the sea. 27 

B) Lexicography: Philological interest lay behind the impulse that 
led Muslim scholars to collect early poems and prose. They needed the 
grammatical information and lexical data contained in these writings to 
assist them with the interpretation and commentary on the Qur'an and 
Hadlth (the sayings and deeds of the prophet Muhammad). Lexicogra- 
phers relied on this textual material; they looked for pieces of evidence 
(shawdhid) to prove the existence of a lexical item. In doing so, several 
maritime cultural terms entered their lexica. In an early work, Arabic 
Literary Works as a Source of Documentation for Technical Terms of the Material 
Culture, I argued that there are no classical-medieval historical dictionar- 
ies; 28 the traditional approach of Arabic lexica was purely descriptive, 
their purpose being to deal with diction, quotations from the Quran, 
Hadlth and pre-Islamic poetry. They are without doubt monumental, 
yet incomplete, works. The tools needed, therefore, for a synchronic 
investigation of technical terms of material culture in Arabic are 
generally not satisfactory. However, attempts to include some nautical 
terminology and nomenclature of ship-types are found in three major 
lexica: The first is Ibn Slda's (d. 458/1066) al-Mukhassas Jt l-lugha (The 
Specialist Work on Philology), compiled by subject-matter under broad 
headings; a unique approach in classifying vocabulary. Of importance 
is his general nautical vocabulary with synonyms, some of which are 
terms still used among contemporary mariners. His list of 24 names of 
ship-types represent a broad range of classical and medieval vessels up 
to his time (see Appendix A). The Mukhassas is an authority in its own 
right which later lexicographers used as one of their main sources of 
reference. The second is Ibn Manzur (d. 711/131 1-2), whose lexicon, 
Lisdn al-'Arab (The Language of Arabs) is considered one of the best 
and most authoritative dictionaries, though some gaps do exist in that 
he misunderstands his sources. The third, and the most important and 
authoritative lexicon for this present research, is the Taj al-'arus min 
jawdhir al-qdmus (The Crown of the Bride from the Precious Stones of 
the Ocean) compiled by al-Zabldl (d. 1205/1790-1). Although a very 
much later lexicon than the scope of this present volume, its value lies 



27 Pucciarelli 2000: 62-80. 

28 Agius 1984: 75. 
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in that al-Zabidl registers the complete vocabulary materials derived 
from Classical and Medieval Arabic dictionaries and literary sources. 
In this sense it is the lexicon that a medievalist should consult and is 
without doubt a seminal work for the present research. 

What about words of non-Arabic origin? Little has been done in this 
field; dictionaries like Kitab jamharat al-lugha (The Book of a Multitude 
in Language) of Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) and Kitab al-mu'arrab min al- 
kaldm al-a'jami 'aid huruf al-mu'jam (The Book of Arabicized Words of 
Foreign Origin according the Letters of the Alphabet) of al-Jawallql 
(d. 539/ 1 144) are practically our chief sources for etymology, though their 
intention was to compile dictionaries to preserve the "pure and eloquent" 
(fasih) language. There are serious gaps of knowledge here, but con- 
sidering the time when these lexica were compiled, they are still worth 
consulting. Technical loan-words of maritime culture, however, are few. 

All these early works mentioned above, together with dictionaries 
of Arabic compiled by a number of orientalists such as E. W. Lane 
(d. 1876), R. Dozy (d. 1883), G. P. Badger (d. 1888), and H. Wehr 
(d. 1981) for Arabic, W. Gesenius (d. 1842) and W. Von Soden for 
Semitic languages, and J. Th. Zenker (d. 1884) and F.J. Steingass (d. 
1903) for Persian, constituted the basis for an attempt to reconstruct 
maritime cultural terms. More work is needed to incorporate Sanskrit 
and other related Indian languages. 

C) Geography: Geographical works formed a central part of my 
inquiry; they were the basis for my study on maritime life. The early 
literature was purely administrative as the central government needed 
information on taxation, and social conditions of the population of 
each province. So a genre of geographical treatises were composed 
with the aim of surveying the main routes of the Early Islamic Empire. 
The relevance of this literature is in the abundant information Muslim 
geographers offer on socio-economic events, customs and practices 
of people, trade and commerce, harbours and coasts of the Indian 
Ocean and a wealth of material-cultural terminology, though, as 
mentioned earlier, a disappointing record of seamanship and shipbuild- 
ing. Evidently, this was the birth of physical and human geography. 
Such works as those of al-Ya'qubl (d. c. 278/891-2), Kitab al-buldan 
(The Book of Countries), Ibn Khurradadhbih (d. c. 300/911), Kitab 
al-masalik wa-l-mamalik (The Book of Routes and Provinces), Ibn Rusta 
(d. after 290/893-4), Kitab al-a'laq al-najisa (The Book of the Precious 
Trinkets), Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadam (fl. end of 3rd/9th c), Kitab al-buldan 
(The Book of Countries), al-Istakhrl (fl. c. 340/951-2), Kitab al-masalik 
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wa-l-mamalik (The Book of Routes and Provinces) and Ibn Hawqal 
(fl. 367/977-8), Kitab surat al-ard (The Book of the Configuration of the 
Earth) are fundamental and significant in the development of empirical 
study among early geographers. 

Ibn Khurradadhbih placed Iraq at the centre of the world, followed 
by the province of Fars. Iraq was called the Sawad (black) because most 
of the land was thronged with trees (mostly date-palm trees) and so 
appeared to the traveller to be "black". Al-Ya'qubl also put Iraq as the 
centre of the earth but, unlike his contemporary, he did not describe 
territories beyond the realm of Islam (the Dar al-Islam). Compared 
to these two, Ibn Rusta was not a great traveller but credit should be 
given to him for his detailed physical description of the places he did 
visit, in particular those of many lost sites. Al-Istakhri's book was based 
on a lost work, Suwar al-aqaltm (The Configuration of the Climes) of 
Abu Ziyad al-Balkhl (d. c. 322/933-4), a pioneering work with a set 
of 20 maps; however, al-Istakhrl, for some reason, does not mention 
his name. Al-Istakhri's work in turn was revized by Ibn Hawqal. Their 
merit lies in the way in which the coverage of the material is presented 
in an artistic and lively narration. Al-Istakhri is known for his details 
on Fars, the rich and prosperous province of Persia, but did not travel, 
while Ibn Hawqal travelled extensively and when revizing al-Istakhri's 
work, added much newer material on economic matters. 

The most original concerning personal observations is al-MuqaddasI 
(fl. second half of the 4th/ 1 0th c); his details on the various customs, 
manners, and characteristics of the places he visited are invaluable to 
the socio-economic historian. In the course of his journeys he took up 
various jobs and was involved in some commercial activities. His Ahsan 
al-taqasvn JT im i > , Him (The Best Divisions for Knowledge of the 
Regions) is credited for his methodical presentation of information. His 
fist of material-cultural terms is exhaustive; for ship-types he listed 36 
vessels used in his time (see Appendix A). Disappointingly, however, he 
leaves the reader in suspense because he does not discuss the terminol- 
ogy as he proposed to do in his introductory section. Al-MuqaddasI is 
critical of other geographers such as Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadam, of whom 
he states that his geographical information is incorrect. 

An important source for both the ethnographical and trade relations 
of the sixth/twelfth century is the Mid it 1 'islildij ikli ,n/ al qfaq (The 
Stroll of One Who Desires to Cross the Horizons), a comprehensive 
geographical work of al-ldrlsl (d. 548/ 1 1 54). It consists of data obtained 
partly from his travel experiences and partly from other travellers and 
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earlier sources. Also, I include Yaqut al-Rumi (d. 626/1228-9), a slave 
of Greek origin who was given an Islamic education by a merchant. His 
travel experiences and his own observations instigated the writing of 
his Mu'jam al-buldan (A Lexicon of Countries), a world gazetteer; while 
it does not venture beyond the world of Islam, it is unquestionably a 
reliable source, and its data on socio-economic matters is of particular 
interst to our area of study. 

An important writer from a time when little geographical material 
has come down to us, is Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/1291). His Tankh al- 
mustabsir (A Chronicle for Someone who Seeks to Understand) covered 
the toponymy of the Arabian Peninsula and provided us with details 
on the ethnography of the country. Its aim was to instruct government 
officials but also to entertain. Ibn al-Mujawir wrote from personal 
observation, having travelled into Yemen via Tihama and visiting 
occasionally India and East Africa where he engaged in trade. He was 
interested in all aspects of trade and commerce, such as imports and 
exports, taxes, and weights and measures. His knowledge on these was 
interspersed with historical facts and the background of the people he 
wrote about. He had a keen eye for the material culture, giving details 
of food, clothes and agriculture, and a particular interest in the social 
customs of communities of the Arabian Peninsula, especially with regard 
to magic, sorcery, jinns (genies) and the tales of the distant past. 

Last but not least is Abu 1-Fida (d. 732/1331-2), a Syrian prince, 
though a historian, who wrote a large geographical work, the TaqwTm 
al-buldan (The Survey of the Countries), based largely on earlier works 
but added facts from his personal experience of countries he visited. 

Most of the geographical information after the sixth/ twelfth century 
which has come down to us, consists of extracts and quotations from 
earlier sources. The reasons for this decline are the same ones which 
afflicted literary circles; by the seventh/ thirteenth century much of 
the style becomes decadent and not conforming to the early canons 
of adab (eloquent) taste. Works like Ibn al-Mujawir's were a genre that 
interested a mixed audience; often they were not written in the best 
style. The Arabic of his Tankh al-muslabsir is essentially Classical but 
with a mixture of colloquialisms, what is called Middle Arabic. 

D) History: Historical works are of exceptional importance. There 
are different types of histories. Some are concerned with the chrono- 
logical record of events as they happened, such as the monumental 
work of al-Tabari (d. 310/922-3), author oi 7( It i , al-iusul wa-l- 
muluk (The Book of the History of the Prophets and Kings). Others, 



A JOURNEY INTO THE PAST 



25 



like al-Baladhufi (d. 279/892-3), are concerned with the conquests 
of Islam, his Kitab jutuh al-buldan (The Book of the Conquests of the 
Countries) is about the settlement of the Muslims in a geographical 
arrangement. Others still are interested in the biographies of people 
like al-Khatlb al-Baghdadl (d. 463/1070-1) who compiled the Ta'rikh 
Baghdad (History of Baghdad); it is a monograph of persons who were 
born in this city and the people who visited it. These are but a few 
examples of genres of historiography. The historical works consulted 
in this present volume are varied and the list is long. They have been 
cited because of their contribution to the history of the development 
of the ship and naval activities. 

I mention here the main sources of historical narrative on various 
aspects of maritime culture; those that speak in some detail about types 
of ships, their function and sometimes the conditions in which they were 
used. They are also noteworthy for their approach of compiling and 
reporting facts as well as their method of investigation (see figure 1). 

The first historian is al-Tabari (mentioned above). His Kitab ta'nkh 
al-rusul wa-l-muluk is a classical source, a universal history of Islam, that 
no other historical work can match. The uniqueness of this history is 
the method the author applied to trace back each single fact or event 
to an eye-witness or informant through an un-interrupted chain of 
authorities. I have listed 2 1 types of vessels, some of which he mentions 
during the Zanj (East African) uprising in Basra (247-269/861-882) (see 
Appendix A). Then comes al-Mas udl(d. 345/956-7), an extraordinary 
figure, known for his humanistic and universal approach; in the writing 
of his Muruj al-dhahab wa-ma 'adin al-jawahir (The Golden Meadows and 
Mines of Precious Stones), he combines different disciplines. Essentially, 
it is a work of history preceded by geographical information. Much of 
his data is valuable, not only because of his personal experience, but 
in that he extracts his information from earlier authorities whose works 
had, at the time of his writing, all but disappeared. He is an author- 
ity who inspired other historians with a versatile outlook, such as Ibn 
Khaldun (d. 808/1406-7) mentioned earlier. He believed in personal 
experiences, wandering through different regions in thirty years of 
almost constant journeys. Al-Mas c udl takes particular interest in the sea 
and mariners, their skills and their language. He sailed on ships owned 
by sailors from Siraf and Oman, and described the hazardous seas 
of East Africa. His voyages to China, however, have been the subject 
of debate, as evidence for them seems doubtful. In general, however, 
al-Mas'udl displays an open-mindedness and a keenness to record the 
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minutest thing that he has heard and seen. Like al-MuqaddasI (see 
above), he consulted manuscripts and contacted people for true infor- 
mation (see figure 1); his data on maritime culture is the result of his 
intellectual curiosity and is largely based on the accounts of the sea 
captains, sailors and merchants. 

For the social life, administration and military organization in Meso- 
potamia I have consulted the following: Ibn Sa'd's (d. 230/844-5) Kitab 
al-tabaqdt al-kabir (The Great Book of Classes), a monumental work on 
military events of wars and accounts of people and material culture; the 
Kitab al-diydrdt (The Book of Monasteries) of al-Shabushtl (d. 388/988) 
which is one of the most important works for the cultural history of 
Mesopotamia; al-Tanukhl's (d. 394/994-5), Kitab nishwar al-muhadara 
wa-akhbar al i 1-mithliu a fa (The Book of Table-talk 

and Information of Memorization by Means of Contrast), which gives 
personal characteristics of daily life in Mesopotamia; and the Kitab al- 
tajarib al-umam wa-ta 'dqib al-himam (The Book of Experiences of Nations 
and Results of [their] Endeavours) by Ibn Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), 
covering also the social and political life of Abbasid Iraq. 

Other rich historical sources that are contributory to this inquiry 
into maritime material culture, though not directly related, come from 
Egyptian historians. Egypt lies at a crossroads between the Mediter- 
ranean, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Of particular interest is 
their mention of Muslim and Christian war vessels of the Early and 
Middle Medieval periods in Egypt and the Red Sea; this information 
can be compared, albeit in a limited way, with references from other 
sources dealing with the Indian Ocean. The most important works I 
have consulted are: Ibn Mammatl's (d. 606/1209) Kitab al-qawdrdn al- 
dawawin (The Book on Law and Accounts of the Treasury), which lists 
all inhabited towns and villages of Egypt with details on agricultural 
and irrigation systems; it contains an inventory of vessels as well as 
shipbuilding for the Ayyubid arsenal. Al-Nuwayri 1-Iskandaram's (fl. 
8th/ 14th c) Kitab al-ilmdm jimdjarat bihi l-ahkdm al-nmqdiyya Jt waqi'at 
al-hkandariyya (The Book of Knowledge on the Administration of Pro- 
visions for the Battle at Alexandria) is about the history of Alexandria 
between 767/1365-6 and 775/1373-4 and the Frankish incursions 
on the city in 767/1365-6. His interest in the detail of, and the data 
he provides about, material culture, is of immense importance, par- 
ticularly the information he gives on maritime matters; his description 
of types of vessels (see Appendix B) is invaluable. Another author of 
comparable fame is al-MaqrlzI (d. 846/1442), a prominent historian, 
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devoted, like his predecessor, to the regional history of Egypt. His first 
work, al-Mawa'iz: wa-l-i'tibdr fi dhikr al-khitat wa-l-athar (Admonitions 
and Parables on the Enumeration of the Districts and Remains), deals 
generally with the topography of Fustat, Cairo and Alexandria; the 
second. id-S/iIuk // nut ri/nl (d-iuiduk (The Path to the Knowledge about 
Kings) is exclusively on the history of the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. 
In Appendix A, I have listed 28 ship-types which I came across in the 
course of my reading of al-Maqrizi's works. 

No historian of the medieval period can ignore the works of these 
Egyptian historians; they cover subjects and areas that are of great 
benefit, not only to the understanding of Egypt in terms of the politi- 
cal, cultural and social institutions but in a wider sense provide details 
of a global trade from the Mediterranean through the Red Sea and 
the Indian Ocean. These works are to be studied together with the 
textual material from the Genizah collection and the Quseir al-Qadim 
paper fragments mentioned earlier; it is now possible, through these 
documents, to reconstruct the old trade routes and networks, including 
information about shipping and cargo, merchants and agents and the 
harbour management of main coastal towns. 

E) Travel: Travel accounts, otherwise known as adab al-rihla, are a 
richly rewarding source of geography, ethnography and cultural his- 
tory, though sometimes they may cross the boundary between fact 
and fiction. Ibn Jubayr's (d. 614/1217-8) al-Rihla (The Travel) is a gem 
of travel literature because of its instructive contents, including some 
nautical details and information on maritime material culture. He sailed 
in Christian ships and his observations on storms and shipwrecks are 
arresting. The work of Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377), Tuhfat 
al-nuggdr ft ghara'ib al-amsdr wa-'ajd'ib al-asfdr (The Gift of the Observers 
on the Curiosities of the Countries and the Wonders of the Travels) is 
an important and indispensable source of information on ethnography 
and cultural history, not to mention his rich details on maritime cul- 
ture. He took two long voyages: the first down both shores of the Red 
Sea and Yemen, then from Aden to the trading posts on the coast of 
East Africa, and from there to the southern coast of Arabia and the 
Persian Gulf; the second adventurous journey took him down the Mala- 
bar coast to the Maldives and Sri Lanka, then to Southeast Asia and 
finally to China. In the course of these voyages he mentions 23 types 
of vessels (see Appendix A). His comparison of Mediterranean vessels 
with Perso-Arabian and Indian vessels is unusual. Much has been said, 
however, about the credibility of some of his so-called historical facts 
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and events, which are fancifully elaborated, leaving us lost between 
myth and reality. He also says that some of his notes were lost in a 
shipwreck and that he had to dictate them from memory to Ibn Juzayy 
(d. c. 756-8/1355-7), who wrote his text. It may be argued that Ibn 
Juzayy is perhaps responsible for any divergence from the truth, as 
his focus was more to produce a work of flowery style. That said, Ibn 
Battuta's work is a mine of information on material culture and the 
maritime world of the Indian Ocean. 

F) Maritime literature: The maritime genre offers interesting data 
about Indian Ocean navigation, so important to our understanding 
of the semantic development of nautical and maritime terminology. 
One of the earliest travel accounts, the Akhbdr al-Sin wa-l-Hind (News 
on China and India) is known to be a part of a work entitled Silsilat al- 
tawdrikh (A Chain of Narratives). The authorship of this book remains 
a mystery, but one version is that the travellers' tales were collected by 
a certain merchant named Sulayman al-Tajir (Sulayman the Merchant) 
who had compiled it circa 237/851, though earlier material could have 
been collected before this date, perhaps in the second/ eighth century. 
Sulayman was probably a sea captain too, whose voyages took him to 
Inda and China. There are indications that he had available to him 
navigational treatises, then current in the Indian Ocean, following the 
traditions of the Peri/tlm of lln Enihraean Sea, which was written in the 
first century CE by a Greek living in Egypt; the author is unknown but 
there is enough evidence to show that he sailed the Red Sea down the 
Southern Arabian coast to Oman and the Indian Ocean. 

Some references to the Sihihil (il-luialrikli are given by the geographers 
Ibn Khurradadhbih, Ibn Rusta and Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadanl mentioned 
above. It is said that a certain Abu Zayd Hasan b. Yazid of Siraf (fl. 
4th/ 10th c) re-edited the Akhbdr al-Sin wa-l-Hind about 304/916 and 
added information on India and China. It seems that he was not a 
traveller but simply made notes on navigation, collected statements from 
merchants concerning their voyages and reported them verbatim. 29 

Travel accounts vary, from a description of a voyage to tales of 
heroism like those of the Kitdb 'ajd'ib al-Hind (The Book of the Marvels 
of India), a collection of tales recounted by Buzurg b. Shahriyar al- 



29 Further reading on this fascinating work and the inquiry into its authorship and 
contents is found in Relations des voyages 1845: xi-xxxi; Voyage du marchand arabe 1922: 
13-14 and Tibbetts 1979: 5-6, 8-9. 
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Ramhurmuzl (d. 399/1009), a sea captain from Ramhrumuz. They 
are tales that belong to a literary genre called 'aja'ib (marvels), often 
told with a touch of ironic humour, about life at sea, but which give 
a wealth of data on maritime culture: for instance, we have a great 
deal of information about Persian Gulf sea captains and merchants 
while others talk about the China trade and expeditions to the coasts 
of Sumatra and Java. A feature of this work is that countries were 
grouped according to the trade commodities they were known for: so 
the Southern Arabian coast was called the Land of Incense; India was 
known as the Land of Pepper; Sumatra and Java were the Land of 
Gold and the Moluccas were known as the Spice Islands 30 (see map 3). 
When al-Mas'udl was writing hi Min i il-dli < The Golden Mead- 
ows), there is evidence to show that he relied on the Akhbar al-Sin wa- 
l-Hind and the Kitdb uju < , Hind Isee above); both works gave him a 
basis for his geographical information on Southeast Asia, though, they 
are less valuable as a source of historical data. One should add here 
that these are the earliest Arabic works of the classical period that shed 
light on the Indian and Far Eastern trade. Most inUivslingly. some of 
these maritime accounts appear to be similar to the "Seven Voyages 
of Sindbad the Sailor" of the Alf layla wa-layla (One Thousand and 
One Nights), otherwise known as the Arabian Mghts, which parallel to 
some extent the narratives in their descriptions of experiences on the 
open sea. Although the origins of the Arabian Mghts remain a mystery, 
it is possible that some of the tales go back to the Sasanian Persians 
(224-651 CE) and could be an echo of earlier sea-tales like Homer's 
(fl. 8th century BCE) Odyssey in the Mediterranean. 

Eye-witness accounts, such as the Akhbar al-Sin wa-l-Hind and the 
Silsilat al-tawarikh are written in a style which tends to be close to the 
spoken register of the mariners and merchants. The Aja'ib al-Hind is 
another good example of this conversational style. Taking into account 
who the audience was and why they were written, the Arabic should be 
judged not as a weakness of language style, something that traditionalist 
linguists would like to argue, but a sign of authenticity. The Sindbad 
tales of the Arabian Nights demonstrate how stories were narrated and 
give us a true representation of Arabic of the time. Of course, for the 
"purists" of Arabic, the language and style of these stories fell below 
what was expected by the canons of an eloquent language {al-fusha) 



30 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1863-1866: 7, 94, 130; idem, 1981: 5, 55, 76. 
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and good literary taste (adab). For the present study, however, it is the 
content and context of these tales that is important, we are not con- 
cerned with a stylized Arabic. 

One important fact which emerges from these works, is that knowl- 
edge of the seas, particularly the Indian Ocean, was considerably 
advanced. Like geographers and travellers, navigators left significant 
details about the coastlines of the regions they visited and, importantly, 
they give enough evidence to show how active shipping and trade was 
from ports in East Africa to those of the China Seas. One navigational 
treatise by Ibn Majid (d. after 906/1500) is of particular note. His 
Kitab al-fawd'id fiusul al-bahr wa-l-qawa'id (The Book of Benefits in the 
Principles of Navigation) is a synthesis of earlier Persian manuals on 
navigation, written by members of his family. It throws light on the 
knowledge of nautical theory and practice that came down to the Ara- 
bians by way of Sanskrit and Persian. Ibn Majid's treatise was followed 
by the Kitab <rf iiiih//i iii/i/irirr/i /i dub til //// td-baliriyya (The Book of the 
Mahri Masterpiece on Exact Maritime Sciences) of Sulayman al-Mahrl 
(d. 917/1511), providing information on compass bearings and latitude 
measurements; other works of his are the 'Umda (Support), the Tuhfat 
al-fuhul (The Luminary Gem) and tht OU / I he Necklace 

of Suns). These were poems memorized by sea captains and pilots and 
they are valuable records of a time when the Indian Ocean saw the 
emergence of a European presence, the Portuguese. 



Archaeological and iconographical sources 

Recent studies on anchor types have enhanced our knowledge of the 
distribution and handling of these artefacts in the Persian Gulf and the 
West Indian coast. 51 As for shipwrecks, the remains of a ninth-century 
Perso-Arabian or Indian wreck recovered off the Indonesian Island 
of Belitung 32 and a thirteenth to fifteenth-century shipwreck found at 
Kadakkarappally on the Malabarian coast, 33 show construction features 
which indicate that they may have been built in the Western Indian 
Ocean. The Belitung wreck could turn out to be a significant find; it 



See Tripati & Gaur 1997; Vosmer 1999. 
Flecker 2000: 203-4. 
See Tomalin et at. 2004. 
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points, subject to some speculation, to direct evidence of long distance 
trade between China and the Western Indian Ocean. 34 

Consider other wrecks of ships constructed in the Eastern Indian 
Ocean: the tenth-century shipwreck known as the Intan wreck; 35 a 
thirteenth-century wreck in the Java Sea; an early fifteenth-century 
wreck with a cargo of Thai storage jars; and a sixteenth-century 
shipwreck in the Gulf of Thailand. Several wrecks of Chinese ships 
have been uncovered in Chinese waters and other sites; most were 
shallow-bottomed river boats, warships or cargo ships dating from the 
Song (960-1279), Yuan (1279-1368) and Ming (1368-1644) periods. 36 
One ship, similar to Zheng He's (d. 1433 or 1435) vessels, was a deep- 
bottomed type. 

Compared to medieval archaeology, the Bronze Age has yielded 
much information about Egyptian 37 and Persian Gulf ships and the 
evidence provided by numerous Mesopotamian models. 38 It must be 
said, however, that underwater archaeology can be "quite arbitrary": 39 
How truly representative these craft are of what actually existed at the 
time is open to question. 

Iconographic evidence of Indian Ocean ships in Medieval Islam 
is found in the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) of al-Hariri (d. 516/1122), 
the Kitdb suwar al-kawakib al-thabita (The Book of the Constellations of 
Fixed Stars) of al-Sufl (d. 376/986) and the Persian miniatures of the 
Shdhndma (The Book of Kings). The Shdhndma is an epic poem com- 
posed by the poet Firdawsl (d. c. 411/1020) with various copies and 
illustrations dating from the eighth/fourteenth to eleventh/seventeenth 
centuries. 40 Although small in quantity, this pictorial material is not 
only a treasure trove of information, the miniatures themselves are of 
sublime beauty. The presence of Indian and Chinese ships in pictorial 
art is important; they give often contemporary information on the use 
of masts and sails and the development of sailing ships through the 
ages: the best representations of ancient Indian ships from the Sanskrit 



34 Flecker 2001; 335-54. 

35 Idem, 2002. 

36 See Church 2005: 28 and fn. 91. 

37 See Ward 2000. 

38 De Graeve 1981; Quells 1981; Gleuziou & Tosi 1994; idem, 2000; Carter 2002; 
idem, 2002-2003. 

39 Church 2005: 28. 

10 My thanks arc due to Robert Hillenbrand, University of Edinburgh and Charles 
Melville, University of Cambridge who have provided me with copies of illustrations. 
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Jataka fables are found in the caves of Ajanta (dating c. 200 BCE-650 
CE), with magnificent frescoes and sculptures depicting scenes from 
the fife of Buddha. Ancient Indian art traditions are not confined to 
India but are found as far as Southeast Asia. 

For the boat architect, it is possible to establish a link with the past 
by looking at the chain of technological development, comparing the 
medieval ships and boats with the finds of Bronze Age archaeology 
and various iconographic materials and artefacts, such as petroglyphs, 
ship graffiti and boat models. Interestingly, these sources show that some 
construction features of the Bronze Age and Medieval Islam persist in 
the Omani badan [s.v] and Kuwaiti bum [s.v] of the modern age. It 
must be stressed that medieval pictorial evidence has to be taken with 
caution as there is much that we do not know about the background 
of the artists and their familarity with the nautical world. 

Experiments in nautical archaeology, such as a stitched ship similar 
to the Medieval trading vessel, Sohar, that Tim Severin's team built 
in Oman in 1980, and which sailed a 6,000-mile (9,656 km) journey 
to Canton, China, may give clues to the many gaps in the history of 
the development of shipbuilding but do not necessarily lead us to any 
conclusions unless they are corroborated by concrete finds. Some con- 
clusions have been leaps of imagination that are not as yet backed by 
hard evidence. The functionality of ship design depended on several 
practical considerations, for example, seaworthiness, weight, speed or 
naval strategies. Such information is almost absent in Islamic sources; 
accordingly, any scattered data is fundamental to the reconstruction 
of ship-types. That the present traditional seafaring vessels and boats 
are possible replicas of thousands of years ago is backed up by new 
evidence which I hope to bring to this study (see Chapter 4); however, 
some guess work is to be expected, particularly as there is a dearth of 
descriptive and pictorial evidence of Indian Ocean craft before the 
sixteenth century. 



Reconstructing the past 

Reconstructing the past is a difficult task because of the absence of 
tangible information; we have lists of names of types of ships but 
little discusssion on what they served for or where they sailed to; we 
have fists of exports or imports but there is hardly any assessment of 
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the importance of trade in terms of its role in the economic survival 
of the region. 

History is defined here as the enquiry into the past of people, their 
skills and artefacts, as well as the study of communities and their written 
records. The history of the development of ships can only be studied 
with concrete examples of the past, such as the eye-witness accounts 
of historians, geographers and travellers. Inevitably, these people were 
influenced by the values and attitudes of the religion, culture and envi- 
ronment within which they lived. The question is: how familiar were 
these writers with the technology, materials and tools the coastal com- 
munities were equipped with and their techniques in shipbuilding and 
seafaring? My concern is to evaluate the information they provide and 
to see whether it can be corroborated with pictorial evidence. Certainly, 
using an integrated approach has yielded much greater results, in spite 
of the paucity of hard facts. At the very least, I hope it will open up 
possiblities for further research. 
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And if she is viewed from behind, 
you would say, A laden (ship) 
with a flowing wind, her 
sails full, moving swiftly'. 1 

Bashama b. 'Amr (d. before lst/7th c) 

The Arabian Peninsula is surrounded by three seas — the Persian Gulf 
on the east, the Arabian Sea on the Southern Arabian coast and the 
Red Sea on the west. For centuries it has been an established centre 
for trade with the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. The fertile 
provinces of Yemen and Hadhramaut in the southwest, Oman in the 
southeast and Al-Bahrayn (the islands of Failaka and Bahrain, Qatif, 
Hasa, Tarut Island and Qatar) on the east coast of the Persian Gulf, 
were all important centres for the exchange of commodities and tech- 
nological innovations. 

Ships sailing the Persian Gulf in the third millennium BCE seem 
to have taken the route along the Arabian coast; the prevailing wind 
and current from the northwest to the southeast would have made 
sailing southbound possible. 2 The opposite direction, however, would 
have been difficult and only successful if there were a change in the 
prevailing wind. On their return journey to the Gulf, ships would have 
probably used the northeast monsoon wind and current along the coast 
of Makran (Pakistan) but our knowledge on the use of the Iranian and 
Pakistani coasts during the Bronze Age is lacking due to the paucity of 
archaeological surveys in the region. Navigation along these coasts was 
dangerous; reaching the Northern Gulf, the currents can be erratic and 



1 Wa-in adhait Irai ! t urn taken from 
Montgomery 1997: 189. 

2 During Caspers 1971: 21. 
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the navigator would have to wait for a change of wind and current to 
sail northbound. It needs mentioning that an Early Bronze Age ship 
would not have been able to sail close to the wind with little leeway; 
in addition, one should consider the slow speed of these ships. The 
mariner of antiquity would have acquired knowledge of wind and 
current systems by observation and by trial and error. 

The difficult waters of the Red Sea were mastered by the Egyp- 
tians who sailed to Punt 3 during the Fifth Dynasty (2544-2407 BCE) 
and the Eighteenth Dynasty (1570-1293 BCE) at the time of Queen 
Hatshepsut (1486-1468 BCE). 4 Textual and archaeological evidence 
point to the use of two routes during the Greek Ptolemaic and Roman 
periods (3rd century BCE to 3rd century CE): one was to avoid much 
of the northern prevailing wind by way of the Nile and then across 
the desert to the Red Sea coast; the other route meant hugging the 
Arabian/ African coast. At this time Berenike and Myos Hormos were 
both active ports on these two routes. 5 

Although the main focus of this book is the Early and Middle 
Medieval Islamic period, it is necessary to show the development of 
maritime activities in the Western Indian Ocean leading up to that 
time. I cannot claim expert knowledge of pre -Islamic history, nor do 
I claim expertise in archaeology; what I present here are some impor- 
tant highlights of early maritime contacts from the Bronze Age to the 
emergence of Islam. 



3 Where this is located has been the subject of discussion for many years: south 
of Egypt into Kush (north of Sudani and at times the borders may have extended 
Id Somalia: as K. A. Kitchen suggi-Mcd that "the land of the Punt" could have been 
East Africa, "well south of Egypt, conveniendy accessible from the Red Sea's western 
shores" (Kitchen 2004: 30). 

A naval expedition by ( hieen I latslicpsut was sent to "the land of Punt"; particulars 
of this voyage on the Red Sea were discovered on her temple Deir el Bahari near Luxor 
in Egypt. Only recently (December 2001;. the first remains of Pharaonic ships ever 
to be unearthed have been found by a Boston University and Italian archaeological 
team in two caves at Wadi Gawasis on the Egyptian Red Sea coast. Apart from pottery 
fragments at the site, the team recovered pieces of timber and riggings; these included 
two cedar planks which seem to be part of steering oars. It is possible that the pot- 
tery finds could be from Yemen as at the time, Yemen traded with Punt, a place from 
which the Egyptians imported ebony, gold and incense but whether there is any link 
with Queen Hatshepsut's naval expedition it is too early to say, see www.newscientist. 
com/article (15 April 2005). 

5 See Peacock*/ al, 1999; idem, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003; Sidebotham 2004; Peacock 
& Blue 2006. 
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r: Mehiltlui. Ai ^an and Dilmun 

The agriculture of Egypt and Mesopotamia in the Early Bronze Age 
(c. 5000 BCE) was much dependant on irrigation and annual inunda- 
tions, while in the Arabian Peninsula the reliance was on pastoral life, 
hunting and gathering, and fishing. It seems that in Egypt, Mesopota- 
mia and the Indus Valley (the region of present-day Pakistan), where, 
hitherto, they had been reliant on hunting and fishing, when agriculture 
was exploited, it stimulated the growth of urbanization, leading to an 
expanding trade and economy For the Arabian Peninsula, however, the 
economy was based on marine resources and hunting Excavations at 
the third millennium site of Ras al-Jins show that ninety-six per cent 
of the fauna! remains are marine species. 6 During the summer mon- 
soon, however, the coastal Arabians moved inland in search of work 
in agriculture, hunting and gathering. 

Sea trade activity in the Persian Gulf is well attested to in archaeo- 
logical findings. The ancient coastal population traded goods from 
Mesopotamia to India as evidenced by the Ubaid pottery of Iraq (c. 
4000 BCE) 7 and painted pottery of the so-called Jamdat Nasr type (c. 
3000 BCE), also of Iraq and found in a variety of locations (illustration 
1). Literary evidence confirms an economic boom in trade from 2500 
to 1 750 BCE. During the reign of Ur-Nanshe, king of Lagash (south 
of Mesopotamia), in about 2520 BCE, we learn that ships came from 
Dilmun bringing timber from a foreign land (presumably India). 8 

Maritime trade seemed to be at its height around 2300 BCE, at 
the reign of Sargon of Akkad (2334-2279 BCE) 9 and it is through 
cuneiform inscriptions that we now know definitively of Akkad's trad- 
ing partners: 

. . . the ships of Meluhha, Magan and Dilmun [moored] at the quay of 
Akkad. 10 



6 Cleuziou & Tosi 2000: 42. 

7 Oates, Kamilli & McKerrell 1977: 221; Potts 1992: 64; Kuhrt 1995: 22. 

8 Cooper 1982: 22-30 (1.2). 

' Sargon. also known as Sharukkiu. king of Akkad in Mesopotamia (c. 2340— 
c. 2305 BCE) conquered and established an empire covering the whole of Mesopotamia, 
Syria and Elam. The empire extended to lands as far as the west to the Mediterranean 
and north to the Black Sea. 

10 Akkad, the capital of the Akkadians mosi probably located near Baghdad), see 
Frayne 1993: 28. 
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Illustration 1 An Ubaid ceramic boat model c. 5000 BCE at Al-Subiyah, 
Kuwait (after Carter 2002: 21, fig 8) 

The location of these three trade centres, Meluhha, Magan and Difmun, 
has been the subject of much discussion in the past (map 4). Meluhha 
is interpreted as the Indus Valley with great cities built at Harappa and 
Mohenjo-Daro, and ports such as Lothal and Dwarka. 11 Magan, it has 
been agreed, includes Oman and seemingly part of Baluchistan. As 
for Dilmun, there is abundant geological, archaeological, botanical and 
textual evidence to suggest that the land covers the whole area south 
of Mesopotamia and the confluence of its two rivers, the islands of 
Failaka and Bahrain, as well as Qatar with the addition of the nearby 
shores (such as Qatif and Tarut Island). 12 

One can trace a vigorous sea-trading network of the Dilmun period 13 
through the numerous Sumerian tablets impressed with the reed marks 
of ancient cuneiform writing. From Ur and Eridu fine Ubaid pottery 



11 See Potts 1978: 36, 47-8. Al-Khalifa's and Rice's edited book (1986) provides an 
initial good reading about the history of Al-Bahrayn region in the pre-Islamic period 
through a number of papers delivered at the conference on archaeology in Bahrain. 
I refer the reader also to Daniel T. Potts's work The Arabian Gulf in Antiquity, volume I, 
From Prehistory to the Fall of the Achaemenid Empire and volume 11, From Alt sunder the Great 
to the Coming of Islam (1990), both of which reveal the richness of the area's highly 
developed spiritual as well as commercial traditions. On the commercial significance 
of the Persian Gulf in antiquity highlighted in recent studies see Potts 1993: 423-40. 
Also, a recent work on the legacy of Alexander in Asia, see Ray & Potts (eds.) 2007. 

12 The position of Dilmun has been reconsidered in the light of recent archaeologi- 
cal discoveries and interpretation of historical sources, see Crawford 1998; Hoyland 
2003. 

13 During Gaspers 1971: 21-55; Ratnagar 1981. 
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was shipped to port towns in the Gulf. Hundreds of potsherds dating 
from c. 4500-4000 BCE, both painted and plain, were found on the 
shores of Kuwait, Eastern Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar and the Emirates. 
Such contact brought about an exchange of goods and, it is believed, 
that pearls as exotic goods may have been sought by the Mesopotamians 
from Al-Bahrayn and the Emirates in particular. Unperforated pearls 
have been identified on archaeological sites in the Emirates dating back 
to the fifth and early fourth millennium. In addition, flint and other 
stones and shell jewellery may have been traded for the pottery from 
Mesopotamia. Exports from the Sumerian towns were largely grain 
(wheat and barley), wool, dates, sesame oil, skins and textiles. Their 
goods were marked by cylinder seals which were found on clay seal- 
ings and potsherds. 

Mesopotamia lacked timber for building and stone 14 so from Meluhha 
(the Indus Valley) came Indian timber and mangrove poles as well as 
carnelian beads, lapis lazuli, ivory, and gold, 15 their goods marked with 
seals on which were engraved animals. Fragments (c. 2200 BCE) of 
imported black storage jars and small cubical stone weights found in 
Tell Abraq in the Emirates, are identical to those found in the agri- 
culture-based city-states of the Indus Valley: Mohenjo-Daro, Chanhu- 
Daro and Harappa. Evidence of shipping and shipbuilding activities 
can be seen in representations at Mohenjo-Daro, Harappa, Lothal and 
Kachchh on a seal, a terracotta tablet, a graffito on a potsherd and a 
boat model. 16 

Trade in Mesopotamia flourished during Ur-Nammu's time, referred 
to as the Ur III period (2212-2004 BCE). 17 A class of seafaring mer- 
chants managed the trade successfully; they traded directly with Magan 
for copper in exchange for great quantities of wool and garments. 18 
Magan was a land of copper, mines of which are being rediscovered in 
Oman and the Emirates. Jamdat Nasr vessels surfaced in excavated areas 
near Al-Ain and Jebel al-Emaleh in the Emirates probably in exchange 
for copper. The Dilmunites exchanged products such as milk and cereal 



14 Moorey 1994: 60. 

15 Bibby 1962: 47. 

16 See further details in Alok Tripathi, "Antiquity of sailing ships of Indian Ocean: 
evidence from ancient Indian art", a presentation at the conference on "Sails of His- 
tory" in Zanzibar, 17-19July 2006; see also Deloche 1996: 199-224. 

17 For the Middle Bronze Age the reader is referred to Hallo & Simpson 1971: 
71-103. 

18 Oppenheim 1954: 13. 
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products, silver, wool and fat from Mesopotamia for copper at Dilmun. 
Copper came from the Magan region (Oman) and the Dilmunites may 
have acted as agents for this much-sought product. From the cuneiform 
tablets we have references to the import of copper from Magan to cit- 
ies in Mesopotamia. Copper then was the "most important exportable 
natural resource". 19 

It appears that many wares referred to in the written sources as 
"Magan goods" were in fact coming from Meluhha. Although Indus 
Valley goods were recovered in Mesopotamia, it is difficult to ascertain 
whether a regular trade existed because of the small number of objects 
found; nor can one comment on the Indus trading communities within 
Mesopotamia. There is evidence to suggest from the Ur III tablets that 
the Persian Gulf was no more an open sea and trade remained closed 
in the narrow corridor of the Gulf. For some political reason Meluhha 
was cut off and it seems Magan was playing trade games by exporting 
Meluhha products under its own name. As for Mesopotamian trade 
with Egypt during the mid-third millennium BCE, the most direct 
route was across the desert to either the Gulf of Aqaba or the Medi- 
terranean coast but it was also possible to take the Red Sea route via 
Upper Egypt to Alexandria. 

Ur seems to have declined in importance by the middle of the second 
millennium, during which time the Kassites (1415-1 159 BCE) 20 from the 
Zagros Mountains assumed power. This decline could be attributed to 
the end of its role as the main maritime import and export centre, i.e. 
the end of the triangular trade with Dilmun, Magan and Meluhha. 

When the Neo-Assyrians (c. 1000 to 612 BCE) came into power they 
concentrated their hold in Mesopotamia by military campaigns until 
the fall of Nineveh in 612 BCE. 21 They took the whole territory from 



19 Potts 1998: 32. Ancient tombs and settlements from the third millennium on the 
island of Umm al-Nar, near Abu Dhabi show evidence of copper residues of castings 
and crucibles that are typical of Magan often recorded in the Sumerian cuneiform 
texts. Copper was, indeed, revolutionary. The operations of mining, smelting and cast- 
ing would have needed an organised labour of a class of artisans and slaves while the 
rulers sought to explore new territories for raw materials. Umm al-Xar was strategically 
a good sea-trading port. 

20 The Kassites, known in Greek as Kossaeans, came, though not all, from the 
centre west of Iran to Babylon; settled after c. 1680 BCE in the northern region and 
gradually became absorbed in ihe Babylonian coimimnilv, see Halo & Simpson 1971: 
103, 105-9; Von Soden 1994: 26-7. 

21 The Neo-Assyrian period (c. 1000-612 BCE) includes the reigns of Aslmrnasirpal 
II (c. 883-859 BCE), Shalmaneser III (858-824 BCE), Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 
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the Zagros to the Persian Gulf and westward to the Mediterranean. 
But their most significant advance was in the south of Mesopotamia, 
where the Chaldeans and Elamites controlled most of the trade. Many 
of the battle scenes are depicted on stone reliefs (illustration 2). 



The Mediterranean invaders and traders 

Darius I (521-486 BCE), king of Persia, one of the most able of 
the Achaemenids (550-330 BCE), 22 was keen to develop commerce 
within the empire; he was interested in opening sea trade routes. 
He brought skilled workers to work on agricultural land and prob- 
ably encouraged the construction of underground water channels. 23 
In 331 BCE Babylon was conquered by Alexander the Great (356- 
323 BCE). He ordered admiral Nearchus (fl. 324 BCE), Cretan by 
birth, to sail with a fleet in the Persian Gulf reconnoitring the coast, 
its anchorages and water supplies; 24 nothing survives of this report but 
the activities recorded in it have been mentioned by later writers such 
as Theophrastus of Eresus (d. c. 287/6 BCE), Strabo (d. after 21 CE) 
and Juba of Mauritania (d. c. 23 CE). Lucius Flavius Arrianus (d. c. 
180 CE), wrote of Alexander that he 

. . . had ideas of settling the seaboard of the Persian Gulf and the off- 
shore islands; for he fancied it might become as prosperous a country as 
Phoenicia. . . . Arabia, too, was a large country, its coast (it was said) no 
less in extent than the coast of India; many islands lay off it, and there 
were harbours everywhere fit for his fleet to ride and to provide sites for 
new setdements likely to grow to great wealth and prosperity. 25 

Three days before his campaign, Alexander died of a fever. One legacy 
left by him was the founding of Charax on the Shatt al Arab (near 



BCE), Sargon II (722-705 BCE), Sennacherib (705-681 BCE) and Ashurbanipal 
(669-626 BCE). 

22 The Achaemenids were keen to develop a land empire, extending its trade routes 
from Egypt to India; const quenlly navigation received a set-back whereby several dams 
and irrigation works were constructed near Ubulla obstructing ships trying to enter the 
Euphrates and the Tigris (Huzayyin 1942: 19-20). This may have been a deliberate 
policy because the rivers have a history of overflowing causing havoc to the land and 
economy; hence the land route would have been a securer alternative. 

23 Cook 2001: 344. 

24 Arrian Bk VII. 20. 

25 Ibid., 19-20. 
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Illustration 2 Battle scene in the Marshes: the Assyrian soldiers 
■: right: against the Marshes soldiers deli:, Kuyunjik, SW palace 
(after De Graeve 1981; pi. XX, no. 52) 



Basra). 26 It was an important event because for centuries this city became 
the focus of maritime trade from India and China as well as Yemen and 
East Africa: frankincense, copper, hard woods and silk were imported 
in exchange for products like gold and dates. Alexander's motives for 
founding Charax had little to do with trade, as Potts argues: first he 
wanted to establish a defensive outpost against any possible attacks from 
the Gulf and second he sought a base for his large navy. 27 



26 The port town was subsequently destroyed by flood but rebuilt by Antiochus IV 
(175-164 BCE) gaining the name of Antiocheia, see Periplus 1989: 177-8. 

27 Potts 1990, II: 8. 
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The Persian Gulf was never strongly Hellenized 28 and it can be 
safely assumed that the material and intellectual culture was indigenous 
(Arabian and/or Persian) 29 with no doubt foreign influence from the 
Indian Ocean, the Red Sea and East Africa. Archaeological finds of 
coastal settlement from about 50 to 100 CE show the remains of pri- 
vate houses, both large and small and individual and collective graves, 
all built from farush (beach rock) such as the vast site of Ad-Dour in 
Umm al-Quwain. Other buildings excavated in this area are square or 
rectangular having corner towers, suggesting that such residences could 
have belonged to the elite or wealthy merchants. The port of Ad-Dour, 
recently excavated, is an ancient settlement of the Hellenistic period. It 
was clearly linked to a network of trading routes. In recent years broken 
Greek amphorae were unearthed from tower tombs of mixed brick in 
inland Mleiha (near Dhaid), then a flourishing town which was on the 
caravan route between the east coast and the southern Yemen. Burials 
excavated on Ras Abaruk peninsula, northwest of Qatar may be dated 
to the Selucid era (c. 3 1 2-226 BCE) during which time Selucia was the 
ancient city of Mesopotamia on the Tigris (below modern Baghdad). 30 
If this is the case then the large number of (burial) cairns may suggest 
an active seafaring community. 

Babylonia was supplied with Arabian aromatics and goods from India. 
The Gerrhaeans, according to Aristobulus (cited by Strabo), 

import[ed] most of their cargoes on rafts to Babylonia, and thence sail[ed] 
up the Euphrates with them, and then convey [ed] them by land to all 
parts of the country. 31 

The Gerrhaeans were, reports Strabo, "exiles from Babylon". 32 Gerrha, 
their city, was in Northeast Arabia but the exact location is not known; 



Attempts were made to establish Greek settlements but no evidence of coloniza- 
tion in a scale claimed by some- scholars, see Potts 1990, II: 15. 

29 Diodorus Siculus' (fl. 1st c BCE) judgement of the Arabian character is worth 
considering; he remarked that Arabians loved "freedom and under no circumstances 
submit to a foreign ruler", Bk II. 1.5. 

30 The name comes after Seleucus (c. 358 to 280 BCE), one of the Macedonian 
generals who after the death of Alexander was allotted the eastern empire (i.e. Syria, 
Iraq and Iran). 

31 Strabo Bk 16.3.3. 

32 Ibid. In fact he says that Gerrha was "inhabited by Chaldaeans"; hence, it came 
to mean that the city was founded by Chaldaeans. The Chaldaeans were Semitic, the 
ruling class of Babylon > oming from Northeast Arabia or from the Kurdish uplands. 
They ruled Southern Babylonia e. 1000 BCE and their empire flourished under 
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it has been suggested that it could have been on the site of Qatif, 
Hofuf, Salwa, TJqayr, Thaj, or even possibly Jubayl. 33 We know that 
the Gerrhaeans traded incense and cargoes of aromatic products with 
the Mediterranean and their commercial contacts with the Nabateans 
are well noted. 

Following the Selucid dynasty the Parthians (c. 330 BCE to 240 
CE) rose into power; their monarchy extended from the Euphrates 
to the Indus and from the Indian Ocean to the Hindu-Kush. Parthia 
(southeast of the Caspian Sea) 34 was the chief rival of Rome after the 
middle of the first century BCE, interfering with Graeco-Roman trade 
between the Mediterranean and India. As the Parthians controlled the 
silk route from the east to Syria and on to the coastal towns of the 
Mediterranean the Romans sought an alternative route via the Red 
Sea. 33 It needs to be mentioned that from Barbaricum, at the mouth 
of the Indus Valley came silk-yarn while Barygaza and the Malabarian 
ports exported silk-cloth. 36 Now Barygaza, on the Gulf of Cambay was 
linked by overland route to China. The Romans tried to bypass the 
Parthians, according to Procopius (d. after 558 CE), by buying the silk 
from the Ethiopians who acted as middlemen with the Indians. This 
never happened because the Parthian merchants were "at the very 
harbour where the Indian ships first put in", 37 thus making sure that 
the Ethiopians were blocked. 



Nebuchadnezzar II (c. 605-562 ISC 1. . Movers (cited by Potts too) argued that Nebu- 
chadnezzar had "exiled the Chaldaean Gerrhaeans, as part of a policy to protect the 
country from menacing Arab tribes" (Potts 1990, II: 86 and Rawlinsmi also cited by 
Potts) claimed that it was Sannacherib (705-681 BCE) who sent the Chaldaeans "to 
dwell in Gerrha" (ibid). It has now been established that the Chaldaeans were not the 
Gerrhaeans. Their connection with Gerrha, however, seems to have never been fully 
explored. Their decline came when Babylon fell to Cyrus the Great in 539 BCE. 

33 There is mention in Strabo's account of Gerrha that it is both a port "situated on 
a deep gulf", and a town "200 stadia (c. 32 km) distant from the sea" (Bk 16.3.3). For 
a discussion on Gerrha and its origin, see Potts 1990, II: 85-97. Walter Miiller (cited 
by Potts) hypothesized that Gerrha may have derived from Aramaic hagara (cf. CA hajar 
"stone" [Wehr 1966: 157]) and therefore, as H. von Wissmann (cited again by Potts) 
pointed out, this could be a reference to "a walled city with towers and bastions"; Potts 
thinks that Thaj or Jubayl could possibly be the town of Gerrha, ibid., II: 89-90. 

34 A mountainous region with fertile valleys, lying south of Khurasan, it was part of 
the Assyrian and Persian Empire, later the Macedonian Empire. Mentioned in the New 
Testament in Acts 2.9, the Parthians were able horsemen and archers (further details 
see M. A. R. Colledge, The Parthians (London: Thames & Hudson, 1967). 

35 Strabo Bk 2.5.12. 

36 Periplus 1912: 39, 49. 

37 Procopius BkI.XX.9-12. 
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The Red Sea route: the discovery of the Indian monsoons 

Trade with the spice lands via the Red Sea during the Ptolemaic and 
Roman periods is well attested in the classical works of Strabo (d. after 
21 CE), 3!i Pliny the Elder (d. 79 CE) and the Periplus (written in the 1st 
century CE). 39 

In the second century BCE, Mediterranean navigators had made 
some attempts to cross over the Indian Ocean from the Southern Ara- 
bian coast to West India. We know that Eudoxus of Cyzicus (fl. 2nd 
century BCE) 40 did it with the aid of the monsoon winds between 1 1 7 
and 109 BCE. A discussion on these winds will follow in Chapter 6. 
He had sailed to the north of the Indus Valley round the Arabian and 
Makran (west of Pakistan) shores which means that he experienced the 
periodic change of the Indian monsoons. But according to the Periplus, 
Eudoxus was not the first; the first shipmaster who sailed across the 
open sea direct to West India was said to be the Greek pilot Hippalus 
sometime around 60 CE who, we are told, was blown out to sea in 
an open ship from Yemen to Southwest India and six months later 
managed to make his way back again. 41 In either case the Greeks and 
Romans from the second century BCE to the first century CE were 
familiar with the monsoon wind directions. 

It is possible that prior to Eudoxus of Cyzicus and the account in 
the Periplus, the use of the south-west monsoons was only known to 
Arabian mariners who were not willing, so we are told, to share their 
knowledge with their rivals the Greeks, Romans and Egyptians. 42 
But why would Arabian and Indian Ocean mariners keep this as a 
secret? It is odd that they would not share their knowledge with the 
Mediterranean mariners as trade was of great benefit to all. For the 
Greeks and Romans it is clear that the result of such a discovery was a 
breakthrough in the knowledge of the monsoonal winds and the route to 
India. Thus, a Graeco-Roman vessel could leave the port of Alexandria 
in July and arrive in India in September with a stop in Aden waiting 
for the south-west fair monsoon winds. The vessel could then wait in 
India for some two months and catch the north-east monsoonal winds 



38 Strabo Bk 17.1.45. 

39 Periplus 1989: 51. 

40 He was a Greek navigator who under Ptolemy VII (145-1 16 BCE) was commis- 
sioned to explore the shores of the Western Indian Ocean. 

41 Periplus 1912: 45. 

42 On this subject see Rouge 1988: 59-74. 
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to sail back to Egypt. If indeed it was a Greek or Roman discovery, it 
would have been for the west a significant event, ranking with the cir- 
cumnavigation of the Cape of Good Hope by the Portuguese in 1487, 
the key to the Indian Ocean. 

The Red Sea and India: Graeco-Roman trade 

By the time of Herodotus, writing in the fifth century BCE, India 
was already regarded as a rich country and it produced gold; 43 Strabo 
describes India as "the greatest of all nations and the happiest in lot". 44 
Southern Arabia which produced myrrh and frankincense was called 
by the Greeks Eudaimon Arabia (Prosperous Arabia), while the Romans 
called it Arabia Felix (Happy Arabia). "Happy" is probably in the sense 
of fortunate, a reference to the sun, its light, the fragrant spices, exotic 
plants and animals. 

The Periplus records imports and exports, the conditions of the peoples 
that lived on the coasts of the Red Sea, East Africa and the Western 
Indian Ocean. Articles such as frankincense, gems, pearls, ebony and 
sandalwood, balms and spices are mentioned. 45 The details reflect in 
some way the volume of the traffic that had developed at those times. 
We have in the Periplus a description of the route to the Red Sea ports 
of Egypt and Somalia, the Southern Yemen coast and the west coast 
of India. 46 We learn, for example, that the seafaring community at 
Muza (probably Mocha, Southwest Yemen) sent thither "many large 
ships; using Arab [ian] captains and agents" to East Africa and along the 
Southern Arabian coast to India. 47 As for the Persian Gulf, it records 
Apologos (later called by the Arabians, Ubulla) in Southern Iraq, 48 and 
"Omana", the region assumed to be in Southeastern Arabia in the 
lower Gulf. 49 These market-towns were visited, so the Periplus informs 



4:i Herodotus Bk III. 98. 

44 Strabo Bk 2.5.32. 

45 Periplus 1989: 16-17. 37-8, 87. 89. 169-70. 219-23, 231-2. 

46 Ibid., 283. 

47 Idem, 1912: 28. 

48 The town Apologos in c. 8th and 7th centuries BCE, assumed the name Ubulla 
after an Aramean tribe called Ubulu who, as documented in the Assyrian records, 
settied in the area, see Periplus 1989: 177-8. Apologos was refounded by Khusraw 
Ardashlr (224 or 227-241 CE). 

49 Omana, Schoff believes, covers a large area including much of the lower Persian 
Gulf and the Southern Arabian coast as far as Ras Hasik (Periplus 1912: 140). Glaser 
& Warmiugton, quoted by Casson, too place it inside the Persian Gulf (idem, 1989: 
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us, by large vessels from Barygaza (modern port of Broach on the Gulf 
of Cambay in India), loaded with supplies of "copper, teakwood, and 
beams, saplings, and logs of sissoo and ebony". 50 Frankincense, which 
grows in Dhofar and the Hadhramaut was: 

brought into Kane (modern Bir Ali in Hadhramaut), as if to a warehouse, 
by camel as well as by rafts of a local type made of leathern bags and 
by boats. 51 

Already during the Sabaean period 52 several early sources point to a 
profitable trade that existed between the Yemen and India, 53 and the 
Ptolemies (305 to 31 BCE) 54 too, had established sea trade with India 
though with much caution because of the economic threat they posed 
to the Sabaeans. Supplies of incense for the great temples of Egypt 
were crucial for the Ptolemies. They learnt to work with the powerful 



180-1); others, however, have suggested Chah lialiar Southwest Iran:, a prominent 
harbour at the north of a small bay, or Tiz apparently an active port town, at its 
bottom, or even perhaps more eastward, on (iwudar West Bav (see Casson's note in 
Periplus 1989: 180). The name Omana seems to have an Early Arabic root or one that 
can be traced to Southern Arabic: Unian in the Yemeni dialect stands for "soft land" 
(see Lane 1984, II: 2160). 

50 Periplus 1989: 73. 

51 Ibid., 67. 

52 The Sabaeans are the inhabitants of what is present-day Yemen and the Hadh- 
ramaut. The region was called Saba or the biblical name Sheba whose inhabitants 
had migrated, it is believed, from Northwest Arabia. Some time in the 10th century 
BCE, Ethiopia was colonized by Saba. There is mention of Saba in Assyrian docu- 
ments claiming that it was of social and political importance. The Sabaeans are also 
mentioned in a biblical reference to the visit of the Queen of Sheba to King Solomon 
(c. 970-931 BCE), see I Kings 10.1-10. Archaeological evidence reveals that Saba 
was at its height from the 6th to 5th century BCE: such as the Marib clam, buildings 
and monuments. Numerous inscriptions in Sabaic, some by the Himyarites, see Rabin 
1951; for general historical fads about the Sabaeans and archaeological finds, see Von 
Wissmann 1982; also Hoyland 2003: 36-42, 46-9, 140-1, 164, 175, 178, 182, 197, 
200-1, 203, 205. 

53 Periplus 1912: 3; Charlesworth 1924: 58; Hasan 1928: 46. We now know through 
the finds of survey expeditions (1996-2000) that a number of port towns had been 
established on the Southern Arabian coast, what is today Hadhramaut. Apart from the 
well-known port towns of Qani and Moscha or Khor Ruri others have been identified 
as settlements during the Iron Age: Sliilir hast. Musaynaa. kidm.il Varub. Sharwayn 
and Khalfut. These ports were closely linked with the east, Dhofar, as a number of 
imported ceramics testify, see Rotigtteile 2001: 205-11. 

54 The Ptolemies of Macedonian descent ruled Egypt; their first ruler Ptolemy 1 
(d. 284 BCE), son of Lagus, acquired the land of Egypt after .Alexander's death in 323 
BCE. In spite of incessant warfan , lie laid (he foundation of a Ptolemaic administration 
in Egypt and promoted culture and art by founding the library there; for further read- 
ing seee E. R. Bevan, All P Lot don: Methuean, 
1927); Grant 1984: 201-7; Hoyland 2003: 21, 25, 72, 76. 
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Sabaeans without upsetting their political and economic power in the 
region. The very fertile country of the Sabaeans produced "myrrh and 
frankincense and cinnamon", writes the Greek geographer Strabo. 55 
Much of their traffic in aromatics, he reports, was with Ethiopia across 
the Red Sea. They sailed across in "leathern boats", 56 but they also 
delivered their goods as far as Syria and Mesopotamia. 

The traffic of myrrh and frankincense was during the third century 
CE in the hands of the Nabateans; they acted as middlemen to the 
Ptolemies. From Omana, probably the lower region of the Persian Gulf 
(i.e. Oman and Southwest Iran), were exported purple cloth and local 
clothing, wine, dates, gold, slaves, 57 and quantity of pearls. 5 " Jewellers 
went to the Persian Gulf to obtain the finest specimens of pearls for, 
as the Roman naturalist, Pliny the Elder, wrote: 

[the pearls] round Arabia on the Persian Gulf are specially praised. 59 

Pearls in Roman times, according to Pliny, were the most precious of 
all valuables, fetching high prices from the Roman clientele. w) It was 
believed that pearls had healing powers because of their natural beauty 
and they served as charms to ward off evil; it was also thought, as 
today, that the grains used in various potions could heal a wide range 
of illnesses. As a consequence of this, ships sailing to India from Arabia 
were often subject to piratical raids. Pliny tells us that the whole region 
was "greatly infested by pirates"; a fleet crossing these seas would have 
sailed "with companies of archers on board". bl 

Greek trade with the peoples of the Red Sea coast and India started 
under the Ptolemies; it expanded under Ptolemy II (285-246 BCE). 
From East Africa came elephants which were shipped to Egypt; 
elephants were important for warfare and their ivory tusks were much 
sought by Mediterranean traders. On the Southern Egyptian Red Sea 
coast, we find Berenike (162 mi/260 km east of Aswan), an important 
harbour town (from 3rd century BCE to 6th century CE), a lively 
entrepot which linked the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. 



55 Strabo Bk 16. 4. 19. 

56 Ibid. 

57 Periplus 1989: 178. 

58 Much of the pearls came from ()alar-l)ul>ai area. Caisson notes (quoting the 
USA Defence Mapping Agency [1983]), see Periplus 1989: 178; Agius 2005a: 52-3, 
58, 145, 147, 156. 

59 Pliny the Elder Bk IX. LIV 106. 

60 Ibid., Bk IX. LIV-LVII. 106-120; Bk XII. XIX. 84. 

61 Ibid., Bk VI. XXVI. 101. 
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Excavations have revealed "rich and diverse ethnic and socio-eco- 
nomic backgrounds of the people who made Berenike their home". 62 
In addition to the plethora of artefacts unearthed at Berenike there is 
a rich corpus of ostraca exhibiting twelve different scripts which rep- 
resent Pharaonic Egyptian (Hieroglyphs and Demotic), Greek, Latin, 
Palmyrene, Hebrew, Aramaic, Coptic, Tamil-Brahmi, Prakrit-Sanskrit 
and two unknown languages. 63 

Goods were also shipped to Myos Hormos (Mussel Harbour), dur- 
ing the Ptolemaic period. Myos Hormos is 5 miles (8 km) north of the 
modern port of Quseir. The desert route carried the cargo from the 
Red Sea ports and India to Coptos (modern Qift c. 62 miles [100 km] 
NW), a strategic trade town on the Nile, just north of the gold mines 
of Wadi Allaqi. The cargo was transported up the river to Alexandria 
for further shipment across the Mediterranean. A piece of papyrus 
recovered at Quseir al-Qadim on the Egyptian Red Sea coast by the 
University of Southampton archaeological team shows the name of 
the site as Myos Hormos; in addition, an important archive of ostraca 
was unearthed detailing activities of sea trade in the Red Sea region. 64 
Extensive excavation at the site provided very rich and well-preserved 
remains of textiles, pottery, leather, basketry and matting as well as a 
large number of ostraca (mentioned above) written in Greek and a few 
containing unknown scripts. 

Further south on the African coast of the Red Sea near present-day 
Massawa there was the kingdom of the Greek-speaking ruler Zoskales; 
copper alloy, iron, glassware and wine were imported from Egypt; in 
addition the kingdom exchanged ivory, tortoiseshell and rhinoceros horn 
for Arsinoe robes. Adulis, south of Massawa, was an active port during 
the Ptolemaic period (from 4th to 1st century BCE); it served Aksum the 
Ethiopian Christian kingdom from which gems, spices, cassia, incense 
and gold were exported to Byzantium, India, Sri Lanka and Persia. 65 
From circa the first century CE the Aksumites had developed an active 
trade network finking Roman-Byzantine Egypt with India. 66 



62 Sidebotham 2004: 105; also 106-13. 

63 Ibid., 105. 

64 Peacock et al. 2000: 1 1, 51-2; Peacock & Blue 2006: 4-6. Whitcomb & Johnson 
(1979: 4) argues that the suggested site was not Myos Hormos but the rather minor 
Roman harbour of Leukos Limen based on Ptolemy Ps (d. 284 BCE) reading and an 
ostracon bearing the name Leuk. The Southampton team, however, has recovered a 
number of material which points to Myos as the chief port, Peacock & Blue 2006: 4. 

65 Periplus 1989: 53, 61, 101-3, 106-10; see also Manzo 2005. 

66 Munro-Hay 1991: 52-60. 
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Many goods from Egypt, East Africa and India came by sea. Myos 
Hormos was visited by some 120 ships a year. 67 Some maritime Roman 
artefacts were found at the site and are available for study by the 
Southampton team; these include: cordage, wood, textiles and metal 
which help to explain "the components required by ships, for rigging, 
hull sheathing and construction". 68 It is difficult to ascertain from the 
finds what ships were in use at the time. Local sewn ships may have 
been used to carry Greek and Roman trade. 69 

The development of the Mediterranean-Red Sea trade network 
with India is apparent from Greek and Roman sources as well as the 
numerous ostraca found in Berenike and Quseir al-Qadim. Also to be 
mentioned is the numismatic evidence found in the Persian Gulf and 
India itself. Indian sources speak of this foreign trade too. Sanskrit and 
Pali works: the Alalia / I'andia-Siddli md the Virihat-Sanhita, 

all speak of the Roman trade. 

Native rulers and sea trade 

One of the maritime routes was connected with an overland track 
which crossed the great caravan city of Palmyra in the Syrian desert, 
the latter being reached from the Mediterranean by way of the northern 
road: from Antioch down to Hama, the east-west route from Homs and 
the inland road from Damascus to the northeast at Qaryatein. Near 
modern Hit on the Euphrates in Iraq, caravans stopped and goods 
were handled on river barges plying the Euphrates as far as Apologos 
(Ubulla near Basra today) and from there the vessels sailed to India 
and China. 70 

Much of this trade was known principally from inscriptions found at 
Palmyra. Some Palmyrene texts dating between 19 and 269 CE reveal the 
role the kingdom of Charax played in the wake of the Parthian con- 
quest of Southern Mesopotamia acting as a middleman between the 
overland and maritime routes. Charax, perhaps previously Apologos, 



67 Strabo Bk 2.5.12. 

68 Thomas & Whitewright 2001: 37-41; also Thomas, Whitewright & Blue 2002: 
81-3. 

69 Procopius I. XIX. 23-4. 

70 Al-Taban 1965, V (i): 2384; al-Masudl 1861-1877, I: 231, 234. The period 
die Muslim historians are writing about is definitely before the Christian era but the 
century they are referring to is vague. 
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was now both a city and a city-state. Its contact with the Persian Gulf 
has started to reveal some interesting finds as more fragmentary vessels 
of Roman glass, pillar-mounded bowls, almond bossed beakers and 
pear-shaped flasks have been excavated in Ad-Dour. 71 It is evident that 
Ad-Dour was a trading emporium whose contacts with the Roman 
world were greater than has so far been understood. Of interest also is 
the periodic fairs and markets that were held in the sixth and seventh 
century CE, mentioned in Ibn Habib's (d. 246/860) Kitab al-muhabbar 
(Book of Refinement). They were found all over the Arabian Peninsula 
and were visited by Persian merchants who routinely travelled from one 
to another, exhibiting and trading wares. 72 Places noted are: Dumat 
al-Gandal at the head of the Wadi Sirhan (Northwest Arabia); Dibba 
at the foot of the Ruus al-Jibal of the Musandam Peninsula; Sohar on 
the Al-Batinah coast of Oman and Shihr on the Yemeni coast. Dibba, 
in particular, was one of the two main ports of importance, Sohar 
being the second, reports Ibn Hablb. 73 He notes that merchants came 
to Dibba from Sind, India and China. The Chinese were at this time 
using a sea route as an alternative to the silk route overland. It needs 
to be noted that at the time the eastern coast of Arabia was under 
Persian rule and the Persians more or less controlled the commercial 
trade. They appointed agents to these fairs and levied heavy taxes on 
goods brought by merchants. But when the Persians started to lose 
their grip on Arabia in the early seventh century, their agents on the 
Eastern Arabian coast were powerless. Because of this the Arabians of 
Al-Bahrayn and the territories of Oman gained greater prominence 
and controlled the trade to Mecca through Yamama 74 (illustration 3). 
There is also evidence in the Chinese annals of the Hou Han Shu 
(fl. 6th century CE) that part of the trade from China went through 
the ports of Persian Gulf and Lower Mesopotamia through Arabian 
merchants. 75 



71 For further details see Potts 1988: 136 67 and 1997b: 89-107. 

72 Ibn Habib 1942: 265; al-Ya'qtibi 1883, I: 313-14; see also Hoyland 2003: 
109-10. 

73 Ibn Hablb 1942: 256. 

74 In fact, the Bahrain- Yamama was one of the three trade routes Mecca was con- 
nected with during the 6th century, the first being with East Africa and the second 
with Yemen, see Kawar 1957: 184-92; Shoufani 1973: 69. 

75 Hirth 1885: 157-8; 184-5. 
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Illustration 3 Rock drawing of ships on the Southern Arabian coast, 
Dliof'ar. Oman courtesy of AM Ahmed al-Shahri, 1996; 



The development of sea trade under the Sasanian Persians 

Commercial activity suffered a set-back in Mesopotamia and the Persian 
Gulf with the overthrow of the Parthians and the establishment of the 
Sasanians in 225 or 226 CE in the province of Fars. The Sasanians 
(c. 224-65 1 CE), coming from the southwest region of Persia had bet- 
ter contacts with the maritime world. Ardashlr Papakan (226 [?]— 240 
CE) was known for his re-building of the towns of Ubulla, Rishahr 
and Hormuz. He re-conquered the eastern territories and established 
Zoroastrianism as the state religion. Ubulla was, as in the early years, 
an important centre for the caravan-routes that came from the north 
of Mesopotamia and east of Persia and the Mediterranean. Rishahr, 
further south, close to present Bushehr, was an important sea port and 
still further south lay Hormuz which was a port of call for ocean-going 
ships to Sri Lanka. The Sasanians built a strong navy, bringing an 
end to piracy and by doing so strengthened pearl-fishing and trade. 76 



76 Reinaud 1861: 74. 



56 



CHAPTER TWO 



Their chief aim was to control the Gulf trade. Shapur II (309-379 
CE) tightened his hold on the Arabian littoral, 77 where Arabians took 
sheltered areas and exploited the trade by both land and sea. 7!i In the 
fourth century CE the Latin historian Ammianus Marcellinus (d. c. 
395 CE) reports that 

all along the coast [of the Persian Gulf] is a throng of cities and villages, 
and many ships sail to and fro. 79 

It is an important piece of information which explains in a nutshell 
the vitality of the Sasanian sea trade at the time which by the begin- 
ning of the Sasanian monarchy had reached China. The Province of 
Fars, reported the Muslim sources, was known for its wood, cotton, 
linen and perfume and particularly brocades and carpets. 80 William- 
son identified the Bushehr Peninsula with Rev Ardashir as the main 
centre for Sasanian maritime trade in the Persian Gulf. An account 
of the strategic importance of Rev Ardashir is supported by historical 
evidence; 81 Bushehr is rich in archaeological finds 82 which suggest that 
it was an important port linking inland to Kazerun and Shiraz. 83 

Sasanian Persia invaded Yemen (after 542 CE) which at the time was 
ruled by Ethiopia; many Ethiopians were killed at the port of Aden 
and consequently trade connections with Adulis and Aksum came to 
an end. It may have been a deliberate policy by the Persians to keep 
the Red Sea corridor closed to Indian and East African shipping while 
the Persian Gulf, under their control, experienced a revival in com- 
merce. Direct maritime contact between the Sasanian Empire and 
China prospered and continued to do so at the beginning of Islam. 
The Chinese had, from about the Sung dynasty (420-478 CE), called 
on Hormuz, Siraf and Ubulla. 84 

The Sasanian Persians seem to have controlled the monopoly of 
oriental imports to the Western Indian Ocean, mainly that of silk 
from China, a merchandise, as mentioned earlier, which had previ- 



77 Al-Baladhurl 1866: 431-2; al-Tabarl 1965, II (i): 839; V (i): 2546-8. 

78 Al-Taban 1965, I (ii): 820, 836, 838-9. 
Ammiami^ Maivi'llinu^ Bk 2!i.(i.l 1. 

llwlud al-'alam 1937: 130; al-Istakhrl 1870: 133; al-Muqaddasi 1906: 629-30. 

81 Piacentini 1985: 57-77. 

82 Whitehouse & Williamson 1973: 29-49. 

83 Boucharlat & Salles 1981: 66. 

i!1 Cliau Ju-Kua 1911: introduction, 4. 
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ously, attracted the attention of the Romans in the first century BCE. 8 ' 
The caravan Silk Route from China to the Mediterranean via Iraq 
flourished as it did previously under the Parthian period but with the 
Perso-Roman wars (502-506, 527-561 and 602-629) the Silk Route 
trade became limited and was the reason why the Romans resorted to 
the Red Sea route to reach the West Indian coast. 86 

The Persian element in the ports of Al-Bahrayn, Oman and the 
remaining Arabian coast was, as Muslim historians reported, very 
strong. 87 Persians mixed with Arabians, an assimilation which was 
strengthened during the second century CE by major population migra- 
tions from the Azdites, a group of the Azd 'Uraan (from the east of 
the Arabian Peninsula) and the Adnanl extended tribe of Northern 
Arabia and Syria. No matter what name the new settlers took in the 
centuries to come or on which side of the Gulf littoral they were, they 
carried with them a long existing tribal feud that split the northern and 
southern Arabians, both politically and culturally. Some tribal members 
of the Azd 'Uman, such as the Salima b. Malik b. Fahm had crossed 
over to the Persian coast and settled in Kirman, others on the islands 
of the Persian Gulf. Fishing was the staple part of their economy; 
as seafarers and merchants, some exploited further terrain but were 
envied by other Arabians. 88 These new Arabian settlements and their 
mix with the Persians brought a revival to the Sasanian economy. Per- 
haps this thriving economy was partly due to the Roman long-distance 
trade between the Mediterranean and India but whatever the case, the 
Sasanians saw this as an opportunity to take and foster their suzerainty 
over Byzantium in the west. 

Evidence of Sasanian contact is found in Umm al-Ma 5 ; we have 
green-glazed pots manufactured in Iraq and Sasanian material at Sali- 
hiyah in Ras al-Khaimah. 89 The excavations at Ad-Dour near Umm 
al-Quwain have brought to light several objects of Persian-like pottery 
as well as Roman finds such as glass, bronze, coins, stone anchors 
and fishing net weights. Ad-Dour must have been a port for a whole 
settlement; impressive houses made of seastone show the remains of 



85 Rougeulle 1996: 159. 
Jones 1970: 4. 

87 Al-Baladhurl 1866: 78 and al-Taban 1965, IV (i): 2021-23. 

88 Rabin 1951: 14, 54 seq.; Strenziok 1960: 812. 

89 De Cardi 1974: 199. 
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round towers; there is a temple with four stone incense altars outside 
and some incense burners and there are stone-lined tombs with intact 
corbelled roofs. The funerary objects found inside the tombs include 
glass flasks, glazed pottery and fine bronze drinking cups, all Mediter- 
ranean in style as well as coins from local areas. 

Christianity and trade under the Sasanians 

In the few centuries before the advent of Islam the chief religion in 
Babylonia and Mesopotamia was Mazdaism 90 but there were also 
pockets of pagans, Jews and Christians. The Christians were the Nesto- 
rians, who came from the Byzantine territory after having fallen out 
on a dogmatic issue with their fellow Greek and Melkite Christians in 
the west. 91 Under the Persian kings, Shapur III (383-388), Bahram IV 
(388-398) and Yazdagird I (399-420), the Christian Nestorians lived a 
fife of relative tolerance. They were active proselytizers but conversion 
to the Nestorian Church did not come from Mazdaism, though a few 
exceptions are noted, rather from the Aramaic and Arabic-speaking 
pagan cults in Babylonia and Mesopotamia. We have information from 
Islamic sources that most of Southern Iraq belonged at the time to 
the Nestorian faith. 92 These converts constituted an important element 
in the ethnic mix of Eastern Arabia. The Nestorian Christians were 
Aramaeans (Nabat) and although they spoke Aramaic, the language 
of their liturgy was Syriac. Their church was never a Persian Church 
as the Byzantines claimed; its followers spoke no Persian and in many 
respects their culture was characteristically different from that of the 
Persians. 93 Christianity at the time was complex: the fifth and sixth cen- 



90 A religion that evolved c. 5th century BCK following Xoroasirianism in Eastern 
Iran under the prophet Zoroaster (Zarathustra) c. 1000 BCE; he elevated the status of 
the heaven god Ahura Mazda, incorporating the concept of the dualism of life, good 
and evil, that are always in conflict. The Parsees today concentrated in the Maha- 
rashtra and Gujarat states especially in Mumbai, practise Mazdaism; they originally 
came from Iran escaping Muslim persecution in 2nd/ 8th century, see Ferm 1981: 477, 
842-3. Their role as seafarers and merchants in the development of sea trade during 
the medieval Islamic period is noted in Chapter 3. 

91 The Nestorian Church accepted the canon (ecclcsiaiical law: of the Council of 
Nicea (325 CE) but rejected those of the Councils of Ephesus (431 CE) and Chalce- 
don (451 CE). The essence of the controversy was based on the principle that there 
was one divine nature in Christ rather than the two natures (divine and human), see 
Ferm 1981: 136, 252, 504. 

92 Trimingham 1990: 162-3. 

93 Ibid., 162. 
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turies witnessed a division among Syrian Christians: the Melkites, who 
remained faithful to the Byzantine Justin I (528-537), the Monophysites 
of West Syria and the Nestorians of East Syria who were subject to 
persecution by the Orthodox Church. Monophysitism spread also to 
the east; 94 their followers gained a hold on Takrit, north of the Tigris, 
then the Lakhmid centre of Hira in 524 which was the home of many 
Arabian leading families, many of whom converted to this belief. 95 The 
Nestorians, on the other hand, gained a strong hold in Southern Iraq, 
which, as mentioned earlier, was under the Sasanian rule; their influence 
spread all along the Arabian coast of the Gulf; they and the Monophy- 
sites translated philosophical and scientific works into Syriac. 

The Nestorians turned to trade; missionaries followed the overland 
Silk Route from Persia to Central Asia; they also took the sea trade 
route to West India and as far as China (illustration 4). Much of their 
activity is well attested to in the correspondence between the Catholi- 
cos (patriarchs) and the Arab bishops. 96 Recent discoveries on the 
Islands of Sir Bani Yas and Marawah (Abu Dhabi Emirate) show that 
Nestorian Christianity was active from the late pre-Islamic to the early 
Islamic era (c. 500 to 800) and even as late as the ninth century in 
Al-Bahrayn (i.e. Qatif and Hasa). 97 Such sites include churches and 
monasteries and a number of stone artefacts. Christian sties are also 
found on the islands of Failaka, off Kuwait, 9 " at Jubayl (Saudi Arabian 
coast) and inland at Jebel Berri. 99 It is still too early to evaluate the 
importance of these sites in terms of their community activity and 
the relationship of the church/ monastery with the inland settlements 
and nomadic tribes. Other questions as to the islanders' main occupa- 
tion of fishing, seafaring and trade remain unanswered until further 
excavations are undertaken. 



94 Its followers believed that God became man but kept the divine nature. Their 
dogma was propagated by the clergy, monks and nomads in the Syrian desert. The 
bishops were externally llellcnisiic but culturally they were Arab. 

95 For further reading on the subject of Christianity and the Arabs/ Arabians in the 
east, see Hefele 1894; Labourt 1904; Cheikho 1912-1919; Trinmmi-luim 1 !)!)<>. 

96 Catholicos Hazqival ic. 576). Yashu vali I {582-595 ) and Isho vaw III (c. 650) in 
Swoduon (huntah 1902: 27:1 275. 121-51, 480-90. 

97 Elders 2001: 47-57. 

98 Bernard, Callot & Salles 1991: 145-81. 

99 Potts 1994: 61-5. 
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Illustration 4 A stele showing an inscription in Syriac listing 70 Nestorian 
missionaries in Xi'an, Central Asia 



Conclusion 

The peak of Sasanian power and prosperity was reached by the middle 
of the sixth century when its king Khosrau I Anohshirvan (531-579) 
invaded Syria. The blow came, however, when his son, Khosrau II 
Parviz (590-628) over-reached himself by invading Byzantium and was 
forced to retreat. Peace came too late for both empires; economically, 
the empires of Persia and Byzantium were drained by long years of war. 
The new Arabian armies, enthusiastically and religiously motivated as 
they were in the name of Islam, moved to conquer Arabia and Syria 
(then under Byzantium). By 23/643 Persia was overrun, followed by 
the conquest of Herat and Balkh in 31/651 and the fall of Kabul in 
44/664 which opened the way to India by 94/712. 

Like their ancestors, the Persians of the Sasanian Empire had 
developed maritime relations with the neighbouring regions of the 
Western Indian Ocean and the Far East. It is not known when they 
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first established trade relations in the east, but the call of Islam in the 
first/ seventh century fired the desire to explore land for trade as in the 
words of the Qur an: 

But let there be amongst \<>u traffic and trade by mutual good-will. . . . 
\ 1 ii i ml inn .J. 1 "" 

Chinese chronicles from the fourth to the beginning of the seventh 
century CE, as noted in Chapter 1, record that goods from Persia or 
Persian goods came from India, Arabia and East Africa. 101 It is almost 
certain that Persians acted as middlemen carrying to China "coral, 
amber, cornelians, pearls, glass, both transparent and opaque, rock- 
crystal, diamonds, steel, cinnabar, quicksilver, frankincense, turmeric, 
storax, putchuk, damasks, brocaded muslins, black pepper, long peppers, 
dates, aconite, gall nuts, and galangal". 102 

The language of trade may still have been conducted in Persian but 
Arabians and West Indians were to join the mercantile Persian com- 
munities as Arabic became the official language of administration and 
a vehicle for the spread of Islam, a subject which will be taken up in 
Chapter 13; but now I shall look at the rise of trade and port towns 
in Classical and Medieval Islam. 



100 Surat al-Nisa', 4: 29. 

101 Cheat Ju-Kua 1911: 7-8. 

102 Hasan 1928: 82-3. 
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TRADE AND PORT TOWNS OF THE CLASSICAL AND 
MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC PERIOD 

- >i3 Sjij*. ^\ j** ^ Ay* 
- J*j' ^ C 3 ^ ^ J'j 

U A3j jjist ji*"^ J 3 ^^ ^* 

The\ sail u> the island of ( hmbalu . . . then to Sufala 
and Waqwaq at the extremity of the Land of the 
Zanj . . . the Slrafis cross this ocean. I, too, sailed 
across from the city of Sanjar in Oman in company 
of Slrafi shipmasters.' 

Al-Mas udi (d. 345/956-7) 

Al-Bahrayn, Oman, Hadhramaut and the coastal towns of Eastern 
Arabia were under Persian Sasanian rule when Islam emerged as a 
dominant force. Although historical documentation on trade and port 
towns before the advent of Islam (1st/ 7th c) and its early period is gen- 
erally lacking, there is, however, evidence to suggest that from Sasanian 
times, trade from the Western Indian Ocean was handled through the 
Mesopotamian-Persian Gulf route. It was here and in the region of 
Oman that an annual trade fair was held before and after the coming 
of Islam, attracting merchants and traders who came across to Awal 
(modern Bahrain), Sohar and Dabba, then the capital of Oman. 2 A fair 
took place from the beginning of Jumada I to the end of the month. 
Ibn Hablb (d. 245/860), reporting on this event, relates that 



1 Wa-yanlaliT I ', [ , < i _ S jla wa-l-Waqwaq 
rain aqdsi ard al-^anj. . . wa-yaqta'u hadha l-bahr al-Sirqfiyyun wa-qad rakibtu and luldlul l-iialir 
min madmat Sanjar win bildd 'Uman ma'a jama'a rain nawdkhida l-Sirdfiyyin, al-Masudl 1 988, 
I: 123. Note Sanjar was the metropolis of Oman ai ihc lime al-Masudl wrote theMuruj 
al-dhahab (4th/ 10th c), see the editor's note by Yusuf As'ad Daghir, ibid. 

2 Ibn Habib 1942: 265. 
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Persians used to cross the sea and come to it [i.e. the fair] with their 

| la-ldica/a hilul 1 n ma al-hah hi hira'alihim ]. 3 

Other people came to these fairs: Ibn Habib says that at Dabba, one 
of the two ancient Arabian ports, 

merchants from Sind, India, China, people of the East and the West 
came to it . . . 

[ya'tiha tujjar al-Sirtd wa-l-Hind wa-l-Sln wa-ahl al-Mashriq wa-l- 
Maghrib.. .]. 4 

Sasanian Persian and Byzantine administration for many years con- 
trolled this trade, imposing heavy duties on all merchants and traders. 
Local chiefs were appointed as agents to exact customs dues. As tax 
on sea traffic increased, it was natural then that shipmasters, merchants 
and traders began to look for a different route to the Persian Gulf. The 
Red Sea was a good alternative and trade must have then passed into 
the hands of those, such as the Meccans, who found ways to control 
the Spice Route. 5 

Prophetic traditions offer up some evidence as to regular sea traffic 
between Arabia and Abyssinia (modern Eritrea): the first, reports that 
a ship owned by a Byzantine trader was wrecked at the port of Jeddah 
and local builders used her timber to cover the roof of the Ka'aba at 
Mecca; the second one relates that the first Muslim converts sailed on 
merchant ships to Abyssinia; 6 the third states that the ruler of Abys- 
sinia sent a party of 60 persons on board a ship in 6/627 which never 
reached the coast of Arabia; and the fourth reports that in 7/628 
Hablba, the Prophet's wife, was among a number of Quraysh emigrants 
who sailed from Abyssinia to Jar on the Arabian littoral. 7 None of 
these traditions suggests that trade was taking place with the kingdom 
of Aksum in Eritrea. Aksum was the capital of the empire that lasted 
up to two centuries after the coming of Islam. Adulis was then "the 
most important port town" of the Aksumite kingdom. 1 ' 



3 Ibid., translation in Shoufani 1973: 155. 

4 Ibn Habib 1912: 265-6; translation in Shoufani 1973: 156. 

5 See Kawar 1957: 184-92; Shoufani 1973: 69. 

6 On the number of Muslim immigrants that sailed to Abyssinia on boats, see Adel 
Salahi's study, 2005: 124, 127, 132, 141. 

7 Al-Taban 1965. I hi: 1135, 1181-2; I (iii): 1570-1. 

8 Raunig 2004: 87. 
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Sea-borne trade and trade through the desert routes was the wealth, 
strength and glory of Islam; the rapid expansion of Islam in the first 
centuries strengthened links between the towns of the mainland and the 
coastal towns; the hajj (pilgrimage), the fifth pillar of Islam, accelerated 
sea trade as thousands of pilgrims and merchant-pilgrims made their 
way to Mecca and Medina by sea, stopping at coastal towns where 
they often traded goods (see Chapter 7). 

Muslim shipping dominated the Mediterranean and the Indian 
Ocean during the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries linking al- 
Andalus with China; by the fifteenth century the Venetian convoys had 
synchronized their shipping, timing it toward the end of August in order 
to coincide with the availablility of the Indian Ocean ships that would 
by then have reached Aden and Jeddah. The commercial states of 
Europe were driven in search of silver and gold. By the fifteenth century 
China had saturated the global market with silver but, for Europe and 
the Muslim world, gold held a significantly more important monetary 
value. The Bilad al-Sudan (The Land of the Blacks), the sub-Sahara, 
was the chief supplier of gold and it is recorded that the Mandingo 
ruler of Mali, Mansa Musa (712-738/1312-1337), arrived in 1324 in 
Cairo on his way to Mecca with 100 camel-loads of gold. Southeast 
Africa near Sofala was also a gold-bearing region and it was this gold 
that brought the Portuguese to the Indian Ocean in the late fifteenth 
century (illustration 5).) 

This chapter looks at general features of trade and some of the most 
important Islamic harbour towns in the Early and Middle Medieval 
periods of Islam. What I present here is an historical overview which 
sets up the maritime scene. Information is patchy but it is the inten- 
tion to present as comprehensive picture as possible based on original 
Arabic sources and archaeological evidence. 

Iraq's strategic frontier 

Mesopotamia's geographic and strategic position made it a crossroads 
on the overland and sea trade routes, playing an important role in two 
world routes — the Silk Route and the Spice Route. The northern region, 
known as Lower Iraq (al-'Iraq al-'Arabl), is the land where the two great 
rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris, run parallel for some 250 miles 
(402 km) down to the Persian Gulf. It was a land sought by the Arabi- 
ans for its ancient channels of irrigation and its commercial links with 
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Illustration 5 Mansa Musa, Lord of Mali from a Catalan Map 1375 
(after Bovill 1958 facing the title page) 



the Indian Ocean. The plain of Iraq was sufficient for their wants and 
by 16/637 they had secured their hold on Mesopotamia down to the 
Shatt al-Arab. 'Umar al-Khattab, the second caliph (13-24/634-644), 
was then keen to occupy the head of the Gulf, the harbour town of 
Ubulla. He wrote to Sa'd b. Abl Waqqas, an Arab general (d. 50/ 670 
or 55/674-5), who was at the time the commander of the Muslim 
forces in al-Kadisiya (North Iraq): 

Send someone you trust to [al-Ubulla(h), known as] 'the opening for 
India'. He will stay in front of it and protect you from any [danger] that 
may emerge from there. 

| i ' I i i ' i ' 

shay ' in atak min tilka l-tukhiim] P 

Ubulla, lying on the estuary joining the Persian Gulf, was one of the 
oldest ports. As mentioned in the previous chapter, it was the chief port 
of Mesopotamia in Sasanian times and remained the main anchor- 
age in the Medieval Islamic period. References to ships sailing as far 
as China are found in the Arabian Nights: Sindbad the Sailor recounts 



9 Al-Taban 1965, IV fil: 2223; translation by Y Friedmann, see al-Tabarl 1992a, 
XII: 15. 
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his seventh voyage adventure which led to China. 10 Al-Mas'udl claims 
that "ships from China and India" [. . . sufun al-Sin wa-l-Hind] came as 
far as Ubulla. 11 His use of the words, "ships from China", is ambigu- 
ous: it could be interpreted either as Chinese ships or ships laden with 
Chinese goods. If he meant Chinese ships he might have been writing 
about smaller types of junks, such as the kakam or zaw, described by 
Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) on his visit to the Malabar 
coast (see Chapter 7). 12 It would have been difficult for a very large junk 
to lay anchor at Ubulla; the danger of a low water level and, in some 
areas, coral reef in the Shatt al-Arab waterway, meant it could only be 
reached by smaller vessels: "scarcely a ship comes [hither] unscathed in 
rough seas" [la takadu tusallam minhu, safina 'inda hijan al-bahr], reported 
al-Istakhrl (d. 340/95 1-2). 13 Our reliance on the navigability of this 
region rests on texts; so far no excavation has been attempted. 

In the early centuries of Islam the Ubulla river was connected to 
Basra (NE), the latter becoming the military camp capital of the con- 
quering Arabs. 14 Basra was founded by Utba b. Ghazwan in 17/638 
under the instruction of the caliph Umar b. al-Khattab; its importance 
at the head of the Gulf was obvious and vital for the protection of the 
military camps guarding the Tigris against possible naval raids from 
Oman or Persia. 15 In 83/702 Wasit, lying equidistant from Kufa, Basra 
and Ahwaz in Khuzistan, assumed an important place as a military and 
commercial centre; it conveniently occupied both banks of the Tigris, 
midway between Basra and Baghdad. 16 Baghdad, became the seat of the 
Islamic caliphate in 132/749; trade flourished in the following century 
and a half at the same time as demand increased for goods from both 
east and west. Al-Ya'qubi (d. c. 278/891-2) calls Baghdad "the water- 
front for the world", 17 hence al-Tabarfs (d. 310/922-3) statement: 

There is no obstacle between us and China, everything can come to us 
by sea. 

[Laysa baynana wa-bayn al-Sin Ji/n iv Hi , , atb m/1 fi l-bahr]. ls 



10 Alf layla wa-layla nd., Ill: 147. 

11 Al-MasudT 1983, I: 118. 

12 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 91. 

13 Al-Istakhn 1927: 32. 

14 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 117; idem, 2001: 98. 

15 Ibid. 

16 See Muir 1924: 339: on die building of the city bv the governor al-Hajjaj b. 
Yusuf (d. 95/714), see Bosworth 2004: 72-4. 

17 Al-Ya'qubl 1892: 237, 250. 

18 Al-Taban 1965, X (iii): 272. 
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Meanwhile, gaining importance and stability, Basra was claimed to be 
"the metropolis and emporium of merchandise of the world" [kdnat 
madTnat al-dunya wa-ma'din tydratiha]. 19 Ibn Rusta (d. after 290/893-4) 
remarked that "the ships coming from India entered the Tigris of Basra 
and went up the river to al-Madain (south of Baghdad)" [fa-kdnat sufun 
al-bahr tqjrimin blind al-lllntl ' ja-ladhlml Dijlal al-Basra Italia la IT l-Madd'in] . 20 
By the fourth/tenth century it was a well-established trading centre 
side by side with Ubulla. Al-Muqaddasi (fi. second half of 4th/ 10th c) 
remarks that Basra produced a considerable number of articles of com- 
merce; he asks: "Have you not heard of silks and linens of al-Basra. . ."? 
and speaking of Ubulla, he continues, "linen cloths of exquisite fineness 
are made, embroidered". 21 Muslim geographers (3rd/9th and 4th/ 10th 
c) describe it as having a large population, with trees, date palms, cere- 
als and fisheries in the river. It was also a shipbuilding site. Wasit was 
a place famous for its textiles; merchants went there for its curtains, 
kilims, trouser cords and dyed wool. 22 From antiquity dates had been 
exported from Basra to ports in the Indian Ocean, to towns across 
Iraq overland and "to places far away". 23 Palm trees were fertilized by 
guano: in the Northern Persian Gulf somewhere between Julfar (on the 
present Emirati coast) and Al-Bahrayn, there are a number of islands 
where birds land and leave their droppings; these droppings, known 
as guano, were loaded on to small ships and transported to Basra and 
other places and sold there for a high price. 24 

But the route from Basra to Baghdad was not free from difficulties. 
The inundations of the rivers led to changing their courses, thus ren- 
dering navigation on both rivers dangerous. 25 Moreover, the silting up 
of the mouth of the rivers was a huge obstacle to shipping and trade. 
To extract the silt that had accumulated at the mouth of the rivers and 
therefore make the canals navigable, the caliphal administrators needed 
a large force of labourers. They brought thousands of slaves from East 
Africa but floods and broken embankments made the work harder, 



19 Al-Ya'qubl 1892: 323. 

20 Ibn Rusta 1892: 59. 

21 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 128; idem, 2001: 107. 

22 See al-Yaqnbi 1892: :',22: Ibn Rusta 1892: 94-5; Ibn Hawqal 1964: 231-2; al- 
Muqaddasl 1906: 118-9: sec also Le Strange 1966: 39-40. 

23 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 128; idem, 2001: 107. 
21 Al-Idnsl 1994, I: 163. 

25 Al-Masudi 1861-1877, I: 224-6. 
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rendering navigation in the area almost totally impossible. 26 To make 
matters worse, the Negro slaves revolted against the caliphal army and 
caused great repercussions for the economy of Mesopotamia. 27 They 
were repressed and sometime after 270/883 the Basra-Baghdad route 
was re-opened by the Abbasid caliphate and strengthened. Then Basra 
was taken by the Qarmatians (286-294/899-907) who established a 
tollhouse at its entrance, 2 " thus controlling the sea route to India and 
China. Ibn Hawqal noted in 358/969 that Basra totalled an annual 
revenue of six million dirhams. 29 

The Basra-Baghdad route had a crucial role because of the overland 
commercial caravans from east and west while the Baghdad-Kufa-Mecca 
route and the Basra-Mecca route were particularly important during the 
hajj (pilgrimage) season, an opportune time for merchants to transport 
their merchandise with pilgrim caravans (see map 5 for locations). 



Al-Bahrayn: The Northern Gulf 

The name Al-Bahrayn (lit. the Two Seas) stood collectively for a number 
of places: Hasa, Qatif, the islands of Bahrain, Qatar, sometimes extend- 
ing to Oman and, according to al-Mas'udl, it also covered the Southern 
Arabian coast up to Yemen. 30 Some 300 to 360 villages are said to 
have existed on the island of Awal (modern Bahrain). 31 The number 
is obviously exaggerated, Kunitszsch argued; it mistakenly represented 
the Island of Awal to be the whole region of Al-Bahrayn. 32 

Al-Bahrayn enjoyed a diversified economy based on the farming of 
dates, fruit, cotton, the manufacture of textiles, ambergris and pearl 
fishing. Pearl production gave rise to a large trade network. Around 
the Awal, Hasa and Qatif region there were the best pearl beds. Ibn 
Battuta comments (8th/ 14th c) that "large number of boats... with 



26 Ibid. 

27 The political and economical upheaval had a devastating effect on the trade in 
Mesopotamia and its trading partners, India. China and Ka.st Africa, see further details 
Popovic 1965: 175-87: idem. 1976 and see also my article, A»ius !<)«:!: :i 18. 

28 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 133; idem, 2001: 112. 

29 Ibn Hawqal 1992: 214. 

30 Al-Masudl 1983, I: 126. 

:il Abu 1-Fida' 1840: 370: Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954. II: 301; Ibn Majid 1971: 
300-2. 

32 Kunitszsch 1993: 388. 
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divers and merchants" etc. came here for pearl fishing-. 1 1 and, accord- 
ing to Ahmad b. Majid (d. after 906/1500), the number of pearling 
boats reached a thousand. 34 If we are to believe Ibn Majid it was a 
large undertaking. Al-Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) devotes a whole section 
of his AIwuj < ' Golden M< adows) to pearl fishing, describing the 
season, the location of oyster beds and other regions and how diving 
for pearls was done. 35 His comparison of the oyster in the shell to the 
mother and child is captivating: 

[it] fears for the pearl the approach of the divers, as a mother would 
fear for her child. 

| ra/'jr 'aid ma fih win al-lu'lu' wa-l-dun ' • i ka-h 
mar'a 'aid waladilul \ . '''' 

Pearldivers and their catch are beautifully captured in the ode of al- 
Musayyab b. 'Alas (uncle of the pre-Islamic poet al-A'sha [fl. 6th century 
CE]); he speaks of the moment the pearldiver picks his prize: 

He touched the bed, spitting oil from his mouth, and groped, 
athirst, his heart ablaze with the fire of want; 

Then won he his longed-for prize, and upward he bore 
the pearl in its shell, that shone like a burning coal. 

[ashfa yamujju l-zqyta multamisun 
lam'dnu multahibun min al-faqri 

fa-asdha imtnyalahu fa-jd'a hi/id 
sadafiyyatan ka-mudi'ati l-jamri] , 37 

Not only was Al-Bahrayn famous for the seasonal pearl fishing but 
ships also came here because of its water. Water was in abundance, an 
important commodity, which was exported to places where it was not 
so readily available and was transported on ships for the benefit of the 
crew and passengers on long-distance voyages (illustration 6). 

The sea route brought prosperity as heavy taxes were collected from 
passing ships from what seems to have been the island of Bahrain (i.e. 



33 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, II: 126, 408. 

34 Ibn Majid 1971: 300. When Plrt Re'is (d. 962/1554) spoke about pearling boats 
setting off from Bahrain he meant the island of Bahrain because by the tenth/sixteenth 
century it had already assumed the name known today, see Re'is 1988, I: 161, 163. 

35 Al-Masudl 1983, I: 168-9. 

36 Ibid., 169. 

37 Verses cited in Jones 1996, II: 125-6. 
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Illustration 6 Fishing for pearls (after Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 291) 

Awal). 38 During the Qarmatian period (4th/ 10th c) mentioned earlier, 
exorbitant customs duties were imposed on shipmasters as well as 
taxes on the pilgrims and on the colonies and territories. 39 The taxes 
extracted were then shared among the Qarmatian community. Their 
piratical activities and high taxes on passing ships must have deterred 
merchants and captains from coming here and consequently, trade might 
have shifted to the Persian coast and Sohar in Oman; archaeological 
evidence, on the other hand, points to imports still reaching the Arabian 
coast (Hasa, Qatif, Dhahran, Bahrain and Qatar) from the third/ ninth 
to fifth/ eleventh century. 40 

The Island of Bahrain had assumed a strong position under the 
protectorate of Hormuz in the ninth/fifteenth century and remained 



! Ibn Ilawqal 1992: 33. 
' Ibid. 

1 Rougeulle 1996: 164. 
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its tributary 41 until the Portuguese took the island in 1521 and Qatif 
in 1545. Under the Portuguese, merchants continued to come from far 
and wide to trade dates, the island's principal asset, while pearls, the 
best in the world, were exported to India. 42 



Julfar: a pearl fishing town 

One medieval town which archaeological finds have corroborated as an 
important port was Julfar on today's Emirati coast. During the caliphate 
of Abd al-Malik (65-86/685-705) it was a strategic harbour, a key to 
the control of Oman through the desert. Julfar was known for fishing 
and was a trading centre which served the tribal families in the desert 
and mountains. A dependancy of Sohar, according to al-MuqaddasI (fl. 
second half of the 4th/ 10th c), 43 it was a place of rich pasturage, famous 
for cheese and clarified butter, 44 but also, according to al-ldrisl (d. c. 
560/ 1 165), it was a pearl fishing place. 45 The port town was a dependant 
of Hormuz during the reign of Sayf al-Dln (821-840/1418-1436-7) 
just before the arrival of the Portuguese. Duarte Barbosa (d. 1521) who 
visited Julfar in 1517 wrote that it is a place 

where dwell persons of worth, great navigators and wholesale dealers. 
Here is a very great fishery as well of seed-pearls as of large pearls, and 
the Moors of [HJormus come hither to buy them and carry them to 
India and many other lands. The trade of this place brings in a great 
revenue to the King of Ormuz. . . , 46 



41 The island ol Bahrain paid nil ml c lo die Mill an of 1 Inrnniz in the niiilh/liliccnlh 
century. We are told by Ibn Majid (d. after 906/1500) and other Muslim authors that 
Ajwad b. Zamil b. Husayn al-'Amirl (b. 821/1418) of the Banu Jabr tribe was the 
ruler of Bahrain around 1490. His dominion extended at the time to include Qatif, 
see Kunitzsch 1993: 389, fn. 23. 

42 See De Barros (1973, III: 6-5; IV: 3-13) who claims that the island of Bahrain 
alone yielded good revenue. 

43 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 53, 71. 

11 See Yaqut nd., II: 179; Julfar spelt Jullafnr ibid.;. 
15 Al-IdrlsT 1991. I: 150, 157-8, 162. 

46 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 73-4. The Portuguese, who in 1622 were 
expelled from Hormuz by the Safavid Shah 'Abbas (996-1038/1588-1629), used Julfar 
as their base in order to launch an attack on Hormuz and retake it. Their plan was 
never executed because the Omani Imam Nasir b. Murshid (1034-1059/1624-1649) 
attacked Julfar and the Portuguese abandoned the town in 1633. Some notes about 
Hormuz and Julfar are found in Ibn Razik 1871: 66-7. 



74 



CHAPTER THREE 



Julfar was then a vibrant place where Arabians and Persians mixed and 
pearl fishing bronchi significant wealth to the city. From archaeological 
surveys conducted in the past thirty years, there have emerged a number 
of sites on the coast line north and south of Ras al-Khaimah (identi- 
fied with Julfar) which reveal evidence of settlement dating to between 
the fifth and the twentieth century. 47 Of particular interest are: Jazirat 
al-Hamra, Ras al-Khaimah, al-Mataf Rams and Jazirat al-Hulaylah. 4!i 
Other sites inland have produced some fourth/tenth-century pottery at 
Kush and Hulaylah, and other finds, including palm-frond huts, shell 
middens and hearths. The most interesting finds, however, came from 
al-Mataf in the eighth/fourteenth-century, a period which has been 
described as "an economic boom". From a small fishermen's anchor- 
age, al-Mataf developed into a trading centre on the coast in less than 
a century. 49 Its wealth has been attributed to pearls but also possibly 
by exporting horses and providing food and water to Hormuz, as these 
latter two have been mentioned by medieval sources. 50 

The archaeological excavations on the northern outskirts of Ras 
al-Khaimah also testify to an active sea trade, while Julfar must have 
been a major harbour: several artefacts from China, India, East Africa, 
Yemen, Persia and Iraq have been unearthed from the sites in the 
area. 51 Excavations show that Julfar was a prosperous settlement over 
about 300 to 400 years with several houses and mosques. A number of 
imported Chinese celadon and blue and white porcelain wares come, 
however, from a later period (14th and 16th c). 52 A surprising find is 
the discovery of coffee beans as early as the sixth/twelfth century on 
these sites. 

Another site Jumayra, near Dubai, was probably a trading centre 
too. It is believed to have flourished in the Abbasid period (132— 
656/749-1258), foundations of which date back to the Umayyad 
times (41-132/661-750). The excavations show a tradition of Sasanian 



47 Excavations started from 1977, see Hansman 1985; and recendy 1989 and 1990, 
see Hardy-Guilbert 1991: 161-203. 

48 Derek Kennet has recendy examined the historical documentation and archaeo- 
logical evidence of these and other sites; an update of surveys and studies is provided 
in Kennet 2002: 151-64. 

49 Ibid., 160-1. 

50 Ibn Battula and Duarlc Barbosa, see Kennet 2002: 161. 

51 Hardy-Guilbert 1991: 183-96. 

'-' Six (i. Bilibv. "Julfar. Medieval Islamic porl-cilv". Ar/s and Ik Mamie World. 23 
(nd): 23, 46-8, 62; see also Hardy-Guilbert 1991: 196-7. 
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decorative style on arches and a good hearth system to warm water 
for both cooking and a lavatory. An interpretation of the function of 
this site awaits further excavation. 53 



' 1 i Sir///: A ii i um of the Persian Gulf 

The land route through Central Asia was still active in the first centuries 
of Islam, though it is evident from Arabic and Chinese accounts that 
the sea route was much preferred and continued to be so for some time. 
Bushehr was a thriving port during the Sasanian period as evidenced 
in archaeological finds but dramatically declined some time before or 
after the emergence of Islam (lst/7th c). Most of its maritime trade was 
gradually transferred to Siraf. It has been thought that Siraf became the 
main harbour in the Persian Gulf during the third/ ninth century and 
its success was understandable because of its natural harbour. 54 Seth 
Priestman, however, recently reconsidered the transition period between 
when Bushehr fell into decline and the rise of Siraf. He argued, on 
archaeological evidence, for a transition that occurred in the first/ sev- 
enth century as a result of the Muslim conquest. He thinks that this 
coincided as a result of "the need for greater security". 55 

Two contemporary geographers, al-Istakhrl and al-MuqaddasI, visited 
this city in the second half of the fourth/ tenth century, both impressed 
by its beauty and the affluent population. Merchants found in Siraf a 
thriving market with rich financial rewards, claims al-Istakhrl, 56 despite 
the fact that it was short of water for part of the year. Al-MuqaddasI 
could not help but comment on the charm of this city; he further 
wrote: 

I have not seen in the realm of Islam more remarkable buildings | than 
those of Siraf]. 

\ma rtiaytu fi l-Islam a jab win dilri/iti\.~'' 



53 Information collected from Hussein Suleiman Qandil, archaeologist at the Depart- 
ment of Archaeology and Museums in Dubai (interviewed 13 April 1996). 
51 Relations ties voyages 1845: 51. 

55 Written communication from Seth Priestman (2 1 November 2006); a discussion 
on the transition from Bashchr to Siraf w ill appear in a forthcoming article. 

56 Al-Istakhrl 1870: 131-2, 170. 

57 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 426; idem, 2001: 347. 
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They were "several storeys high [built] overlooking the sea" [wa-abni- 
yatuhum tabaqat wa-hiya 'aid shafir al-bahr] ; 58 they were built of teakwood 
and baked brick. 59 For their roofing, mangrove wood was imported prob- 
ably from Manda Island (off present-day Kenya), which was, as it seems, 
a colony of Siraf (see below). In terms of wealth, Siraf was the rival of 
Basra. 60 Its size and splendour, al-Istakhri maintains, "nearly equalled 
Shiraz" [wa-hiya tuqarib Shiraz], 61 northeast inland. It was linked from 
the harbour to Firuzabad and Shiraz 62 (map 6). Among the imports, 
he lists a number of rare and precious Indian goods, which are called 




Map 6 A section of Ibn Hawqal's map of Fars: at the top is the Persian Gulf 
showing the three Islands of Awal (Bahrain), Harik (Kharik) and Laft; on the 
left lies the coastal town, Siraf, connected diagonally with mainland Shiraz 
(after Ibn Hawqal 1992: 48) 



5,1 Al-Istakhri 1870: 127. 

59 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 426; idem, 2001: 347. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Al-Istakhri 1870: 127. 

62 Boucharlat & Salles 1981: 68. 
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barbahdr, such as aloes-woods, amber, camphor, precious gems, ivory, 
perfumes, drugs, condiments and paper. The produce of the city itself 
was linen veils and pearls. 

As for Islamic and Chinese ships sailing to and from China, we have 
a number of sources to consider: Sulayman al-Tajir in 237/851 is the 
first ever to record Chinese ships trading with Siraf, 63 later al-Mas'udl 
(d. 345/956-7) writes about mariners and merchants of Siraf as well as 
Basra and Oman crossing the Sea of China 64 and Buzurg b. Shahriyar 
(d. 399/1009) tells stories of Sirafi seamen sailing as far as China. 65 

The route to China is described by the geographer Ibn Khurradadhbih 
(d. c. 300/91 1); 66 a number of agencies were set up on the route and 
merchants and traders from Malaya and the Indonesian archipelago 
acted as intermediaries between the Persian Gulf and China. Kalah, 
and later Malacca, were established as trading posts. For the Chinese 
sources, the Chinese Tang annals (c. 620-650) give accounts of journeys 
taken by Chinese merchants from Canton to Siraf, via Malacca and 
India. The dominance of Chinese ships in the Western Indian Ocean 
during the Northern Song (960-1127), Southern Song (1127-1279) 
and Yuan (1279-1368) dynasties is well attested. Nonetheless, the 
Chinese sources, as Williamson (cited by Tampoe) argued, are vague 
and ambiguous about sailing to the Persian Gulf, suggesting that they 
may not have done so. 67 He says that in all their references there is no 
mention of Chinese sailors or merchants in the Persian Gulf ports. On 
the other hand, Arabic sources report that Chinese ships put in at the 
port of Siraf while ships from Basra and Sohar and also Yemen came 
to Siraf to load their cargo onto Chinese ships. 68 For example, Abu 
Zayd Hasan al-Slrafi in the third/ ninth century maintains that "most 
of the Chinese vessels [took in] their cargo" to Siraf 69 and al-Mas'udl, 



63 Relation des voyages 1845, I: 12; II: 14; Voyage du marchand arabe 1922: 18-9. 

64 Al-MasudT 1983, I: 176. 

65 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 2, 5, 12, 14, 17, 19. 36, 62, 86-8, 98, 105, 137, 
141-2, 148, 152, 161, 165, 168; see also Chau-Ju-Kua 1911: 33. 

66 Ibn Khurradadhbih 1889: 68-71, 153-5, 

" The sources mentioned are: the Annals of the Liu-Sung dynasty (c. 500 CE), 
account of the Battle of Talas in 751 CE by Da'llonan and an itinerary of Jia Dan's 
chronicle describing the sea route from Canton to the Arab world k: 785-805 CE). 
These are discussed in Williamson's uncompleted diesis enliiled ''The maritime cities 
of the Persian Gulf and their commercial role from the fourth century A.D. to 1507" 
Oxford University, nd); information taken from Tampoe 1989: 120. 

" ;: Hi rage du marchand arabe 1922: 39. 

69 Ancient Accounts of India and China 1733: 8. Both Ibn Rusta (1892: 94) and al-Tabarl 
(1965, IV [i]: 2023) comment on the activity of Chinese vessels in the Persian Gulf. 
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circa a century later, claims that Sirafi ships carried the Chinese exports 
and distributed them to all major ports of Southern Arabia and East 
Africa. 70 The last report about Chinese ships seen in the Arabian Sea 
comes from Abu 1-Mahasin (cited by Kindermann): he writes in 1432 
that some Chinese ships sailed as far as Aden trading porcelain, silk, 
musk etc. 71 

Finds of fragments of Chinese porcelain and ceramic are scattered 
and found in a number of port towns in Southern Arabia and East 
Africa as well as parts of the Red Sea. They all point to an active 
shipping of Chinese exports in the whole Western Indian Ocean, 
particularly during the Song and Yuan dynasties. 72 The significant 
change, however, was that pottery (porcelain and stoneware) gave way 
to silk by the second/ eighth century which was produced in quantity. 73 
An increase in sea traffic signalled a prosperous economy during the 
Early Medieval period, an important part of which was the import- 
ing of Chinese and Indian goods such as iron, weapons, musk, aloes, 
porcelain, pepper, camphor and tin. Over the years, Siraf had several 
trading partners: Sohar in the Persian Gulf, Mantai (northwestern tip 
of Sri Lanka), Athar (south of the Red Sea), and in the Lamu archi- 
pelago in East Africa (Manda, Shanga, Pate). 30 sites were identified 
(3rd~5th/9th-l 1th c) where ceramic imports from the Gulf region 
such as egg-shell ware and blue/white glazed pieces of the Sasanian- 
Islamic period were recovered. Style III glazed pottery was common 
in Siraf together with the occurrence of Chinese porcelain. 74 Also, 
Chinese sherds representing Hunan stoneware and white porcelain 
as well as Indian ceramics and quantities of Near Eastern glass have 
been unearthed. 75 In addition to architectural, numismatic and ceramic 
material collected by surface survey and excavation, there is evidence 



70 Al-Masudi 1983, I: 123, 125. 

71 Kindermann 1934: 21. 

72 See Kamoika & Yajima 1979: 170-1; Rougeulle 1996: 170-1. 

73 There is a significant number of Chinese imports to the Muslim world from the 
second/eighth to fourth/tenth century (eg Ras al-Hadd, Sohar, Siraf, Minab, Shiraz, 
Kish, Kufa, Samarra etc.); see Rougeulle 1996: 160 and Figure 1 showing Chinese 
imports to the Muslim world (2nd— 4th/8tli— lOtli c). Rougeulle argues that as hardly 
any Chinese porcelain and stoneware were unearthed at this period may explain the 
fact that they were produced in very small quantities. 

74 Further details on Style III glazed pottery is found in Whitehouse 1983: 330-1. 

75 Chittick 1967: 37-67; idem, 1984: 66, 71-9, 101-5, 159-79, 225-7; see also 
Piacentini 1992: 117; Rougeulle 1996: 165-6. 
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of an organised system of water-supply provided to the city by way of 
wells, cisterns and aqueducts. 76 

The heyday of Siraf was during the early decades of the Buyid 
dynasty (320-454/932-1062) that governed the province of Fars. 77 Yet, 
al-MuqaddasI reports that the population started to diminish during the 
time that the Buyids were in power; 78 a number of Sirafi merchants, who 
controlled the financial life of Fars, shipowners and navigators, seem 
to have left the port town to set up their trade in Sohar. 79 It is safe to 
assume, that this diaspora from Siraf helped the growth of ports like 
Jeddah and Aden and contributed to the development of Mogadishu, 
Kilwa and Malindi in East Africa (see below). We know, for example, 
that one very rich merchant of Siraf, by the name Ramshit, settled in 
Aden and died there in 535/1 140. 80 

According to al-MuqaddasI, it seems, that Siraf was almost destroyed 
by an earthquake in 367/977, which "shook it violently for seven days" 
[Ja-qalqalathd wa-harrakatha sab 'at ayyam\ , 81 and with the subsequent fall of 
the Buyids at the beginning of the fifth/ eleventh century, Siraf rapidly 
declined. Ibn al-Balkhi, 82 writing around 504/1110, gives the follow- 
ing reasons for the decline but does not mention any earthquake: He 
explains that when the amir of the Island of Qais (or as known to the 
Persians, Kish, south of Siraf) came to power (giving no year) he took 
over a lot of the revenue that at the time came to Siraf. However, the 
governor of Fars, Rukn al-Dawla Khumartagin decided to build war 
vessels to attack the Island of Qais and its dependences but because 
of bribes and gifts sent to him by the ruler of Qais he was cleverly 
dissuaded from executing his plan. A further attempt against the ruler 
of Qais was made by Abu 1-Qasim, one of the khans (governors) of 
the province of Fars. When he took over Siraf he sent every year or 
so an army against the Island of Qais but at the end accomplished 



76 Tampoe 1989: 103; Piacentini 1992: 117. 

77 The Buyids were the most powerful of the new formed governments outside the 
central administration of Abbasid Baghdad. But this did not last for a long time, for 
over a century of their rule political unrest broke out weakening the Buyid dynasty. 

78 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 426. 

79 See Wilson 1959: 94; Aubin 1959: 297; Williamson 1973: 22. 

80 Stern 1967: 10-14; for more details see Margariti 2007: 144-6, 148-51. 

81 Al-MuqaddasI 2001: 347; idem, 1906: 426. 

82 Ibn al-Balkhi was commissioned by Suhan (ihivaih ul-l)Tn Muhammad (498— 
51 1/1 104-1 1 1 7 i to write the Fan Namah which contains a description of the province 
of Fars in Persia. 
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nothing. As a result of this warlike activity in Siraf, the merchants no 
longer felt safe in the port, and were persuaded to abandon it and to 
anchor at Sohar or Qais. 83 

The collapse of Siraf may have been precipitated by natural disaster 
but if we are to believe Ibn al-Balkhl, there were political and economic 
reasons. Whatever the case, it seems that Siraf was already losing its 
trade in the late fourth /tenth century and some of that trade by the 
beginning of the fifth/eleventh century was to be diverted from the 
Persian Gulf to the Red Sea. 1 ' 4 As David Whitehouse has pointed out, 
the excavations of the 1970s reveal "a catastrophic, but protracted 
decline" lasting until about the end of the sixth /twelfth century." 5 



The rise of minor towns on the Persian coast 

With the fall of the Buyids in 454/1062, trading routes in the Persian 
Gulf were disrupted. As we saw earlier a number of wealthy Sirafi 
merchants went to Qais. 86 The Island of Qais was visited by a Rabbi 
Benjamin ben Jonah (d. after 1173) of Tudela from Spain, sometime 
between 1 164 and 1 173; "rabbi" is used as a title of respect, he was in 
fact a merchant. His itinerary offers valuable information as to trading 
activities in the Persian Gulf and India; he also tells us about the size 
of each city he visited and comments on the Jewish population; thus 
he reports of Qais, that 500 Jews lived on the island, information that 
no Muslim geographer or traveller seemingly ever gave. The market 
at Qais was considerable, to which 

(he traders of Mesopotamia, Yemen and Persia import all sort of silk and 
purple cloths, flax; cotton; hemp; mash; wheat; barley; millet; rye and all 
other sorts. . .those from India import great quantities of spices — , 87 

As a Jewish merchant, his journey to Qais was not unusual for there 
are reports in the Genizah documents that Jews had reached India and 
the Persian Gulf a century later. 



83 Ibn al-Balkhl 1912: 322. 
81 Auhin 1959: 295-301. 

85 Whitehouse 1983: 330-1, fig 2. 

86 Al-Qazwlnl 1848, II: 161; Ibn al-Balkhl (1912: 330) reports that there were three 
islands belonging to the Ardashir Ivhnra district: Lar. Aizuna and ( )ai>. the latter being 
die principal of all. 

87 Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela 1840-1841, I: 137; II: 177-8. 
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We know from al-Yaqut (d. 626/1228) that the ruler of Qais was held 
in respect by the governors of India on account of the numerous ships 
he had. 88 These vessels were a threat to Indian and Muslim ships busy 
trading with Yemen and Egypt and, in fact, according to Ibn al-Mujawir 
(d. 690/1291), he owned large galleys and warships 89 (see Chapter 12). 
In spite of this, the island was conquered by the ruler of Hormuz in 
626/1229. During the time of the Il-Khanid governor of Fars, Jamal 
al-Dln Ibrahim al-Tlbl, the island was enriched with many wells and 
palm groves 90 and pearl fisheries were an important source of revenue. 
Qais was also shipping horses to West India, news of which reached 
China at the time. 91 As for the houses, Ibn al-Mujawir has this to report: 

The people build in stone and gypsum and their houses are very tall, one 
producing a building seven storeys high. Each house is like a fortress 

[wa-bina al-qawm bil-hqjm wa-l-ji.s.s ica-t, ritlutm '!•.< ii/mcn ca rif'a aj 'I, 
altaditlutiit ]i /-bind' .sab' labar/al wa-knll il/lr niinha .slnblut /li.sri].''- 

His ethnographic details about the people of Qais are as important to 
the historian as the personal observations noted in the diaries of Ibn 
Battuta and Duarte Barbosa. Of their good nature and manners, Ibn 
al-Mujawir says that: "They are a people who have great esteem for 
strangers and take great care of them" [wa-hum qawmyu'izziina l-ghurabd' 
wa-lahum bihim 'indya 'azima]. 93 He has also some comments to make 
about their dress which comes from North Africa though he says that 
women dressed in black. 

Qutb al-Dln Tahamtan II, the king of Hormuz (1319-1347) recap- 
tured the island in 1330 but, it seems, it never recovered since then. 94 
That the island was once prosperous is corroborated by recent exca- 
vations where several large buildings, w alls, cisterns and qdndts (water 
canals) were uncovered. In addition to Style III sherds of pottery found 
all over the place, late Islamic wares with underglaze ornament were 
unearthed 95 and a number of ceramic sherds, both Islamic and Chinese 
(12th and 14th c), were recovered on the island. 96 



88 Al-Yaqut nd., IV: 479. 

89 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, II: 296. 

90 Reports Abu 1-Fida' (quoting Yaqut) 1840: 373. 

91 Chouju-Kua 1911: 133-4. 

92 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951 1951. II: 296; the English translation is taken from Rex 
Smilh's forihromin"' book. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Piacentini 1975: 84-5. 

95 Whitehousel983: 331. 

96 Tampoe 1989: 114. 
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Further north lies the Island of Kharik, off the mouth of the Shapur 
river. Famous for the best pearl fisheries in the neighbouring sea, Kharik 
seems to have been as commercially important as Qais. 97 Another 
important port in the fourth/tenth century was Mahruban, close to the 
western border of Fars. Ships bound for India also stopped here after 
Basra. Shipping was a chief source of income for this town which in 
itself was famous for linen and dates. South of Mahruban was Shiriz, a 
strongly fortified post, where locally grown flax and oil for lamps were 
exported. 98 By the end of the century the importance of these ports 
was in decline, to be replaced by (Old) Hurmuz which was to become 
then the seaport of the provinces of Kirman and Sijistan. 



Ilormuz: "No equal on the face of the earth" 99 

Old Hormuz had captured most of the trade of the Indian Ocean, 100 
controlling sea ports on the Arabian littoral of the Northern Gulf: 
Ras al-Khaimah, Julfar and Al-Bahrayn (Hasa, Qatif, and the Island 
of Bahrain), as well as the Omani coast: Khor Fakkan, Sohar and 
Qalhat. 101 It was probably around the eighth/fourteenth century that 
Old Hormuz moved its harbour to the Island of Jarun, opposite the 
old town, thus cutting itself off from the politics of Persia. 102 By doing 
so it could control the trade routes to mainland Persia: Kirman, Yazd, 
Shiraz, Kashan and Tabriz (map 7). 

A great number of vessels from India and Yemen sailed and anchored 
at New Hormuz. Among the commodities known to have arrived in 
the harbour there were 

all sorts of spices and precious stones and pearls and cloths of silk and 
of gold and elephants' tusks and many other wares. 103 



97 Yaqut 1866-1873, I: 395, 503. 

98 Al-Istakhn 1870: 34, 128; al-Muqaddasi 1877: 426; Yaqtit 1866-1873, I: 502; 
III: 221. 

99 Al-Samarqandl 1949, II: 766, cited by Piacentini 2000: 177. 

100 Several roads in Fars that led down to the coast and the ports of Siraf, Qais 
Island and Hormuz Island were described in some detail by Ibn Khurradarihbih 1 889: 
52-3, al-Istakhrl 1870: 131-2, 170 and al-MuqaridasT 1877: 154-5. 

101 Williamson 1973: 57. 

102 Piacentini 1992: 172-3. 

103 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 52. 
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By the start of the ninth/fifteenth century Hormuz was not only the 
commercial outlet of Fars and Kirman but an international trading 
centre reaching out to Europe. 104 Here is what the Persian historian 
al-Samarqandl wrote about the harbour island circa 844/1440: 

Thither coast-dwellers from the confines of China. . . the coasts of Arabia 
as far as Adan, Judda and Yanbu bring rare and precious things to which 
the sun and the moon and the fertilizing virtue of the clouds have given 
lustre and beauty. . . . 105 

He stresses the cosmopolitan character of the city and claims that it 
was given the name of Dar al-Aman (The Land of Security). 106 At 
the time of his visit, the sultan of Hormuz, Fakhr al-Dln Turanshah 
II (840-875/1436-1470-1) owned both coasts of the Persian Gulf: 
Qishm, Qais, Qatif and Kharik, all had good ports. 

Chinese annals describe Hormuz as a rich city which sent embassies 
to China. 107 Ma-Huan (15th c) recounts how 

from every place and foreign merchants travelling by land all come to this 
country (i.e. Hormuz) to attend the market and trade; hence the people 
of the country are all rich. 108 

The seaborne empire of Hormuz, by the time of the Portuguese 
conquest in the early decades of the sixteenth century, dominated 
the coasts of the Persian Gulf; even though it was conquered by De 
Albuquerque's fleet in 1514, it continued to prosper for another cen- 
tury. 109 After the conquest, Duarte Barbosa's ship put in to the harbour; 
there he noticed 

all sorts of goods are handled, which come from many lands, and which 
they barter with many parts of India. They bring there all sorts of spites, 
pepper, cloves, ginger, cardomons, aloes wood, sandalwood, brazilwood, 
myrobalms, tamarinds, saffron, indigo, wax, iron, sugar, a great quantity 
of rice, coconuts, many precious stones, porcelain, benzoin, from all of 
which they make a great deal of money. 110 



104 Piacentini 2000: 181-2. 

105 Al-Samarqandl 1949, II: 766, cited by Piacentini 2000: 177. 

106 Ibid. 

107 Huzayyin 1982: 182. 

108 Ma-Huan 1970: 92-3. 

109 The reader is referred to Jean Aubiifs articles on the kingdom of Hormuz, a 
study of its political and economic history (7th-10th/13th-16th c), 1971: 99-124; 
idem, 1973: 77-179. 

110 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921: I: 91-2. 
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An impressive list of commodities! Barbosa was actually a Portuguese 
official but was also a much-travelled merchant 111 who was able to give 
quite detailed accounts of the imports and exports of each country he 
visited. Hormuz probably equalled if not surpassed Aden and the ports 
in the Red Sea. It remained, under the Portuguese, the chief emporium 
of trade for the Mediterranean and Europe. 



Sohar: the gateway to China 

Before the advent of Islam, Sohar had a large Persian community who 
refused to accept Islam and were consequently expelled by the Omani 
tribes. 112 Zealous in their new faith, the Omanis then crossed over to 
the Persian coast and with the help of a number of militant Muslims 
pushed deep inland. When the conquest was over, many Omanis settled 
on the Persian coast while others returned home. 

Sohar was to become the capital of Oman. The harbour was ideally 
located for it was sheltered from the monsoon winds and, therefore, a 
natural stopping-place for vessels approaching the Persian Gulf. It sup- 
plied the vessels of her trading partners Siraf and Basra with African 
goods on their voyage to India and China. Al-MuqaddasI (fl. second 
half of the 4th/ 10th c) claims that 

there is not on the Sea of China today a more important town than it 
[i.e. Sohar] ... It is the gateway to China, the storehouse of the East and 
of al-'Iraq, and the (succour for) al-Yaman. 

\laysa 'aid bahr al-Sm al-yawm balad ajall minhu. . . dihliz al-Sin khizanat al-Sharq 
wa-l-'Iraq wa-maghuthat al-Yaman] . ns 

Among the commodities exported to Oman in the fourth/tenth century 
there were perfumery, pharmaceutical goods, brazilwood, teakwood and 
sandalwood. Others listed were: sapphire, ivory, ebony, pearls, camphor, 
sandarax, aloe, iron, lead, silk brocade, glass and pepper. 114 Water was 
in abundance and gardens and orchards were watered by the falaj- 



111 It is not known in what capacity Duarte Barbosa went to India; he may have 
accompanied his uncle Gniicalo Gil Barbosa as an agent and remained in Cochin. 
Barbosa was poisoned by the king of Sebu in the Philippines in 1521 (written com- 
munication from David Frier, 17 February 2006). 

112 Al-Rawas 2000: 40. 

113 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 92; idem, 2001: 79. 

114 Ibid., 1906: 97; 2001: 83. 
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system. 115 Al-Istakhrl (fl. c. 340/951-2) described Sohar as the most 
populous and wealthy town and "in all the realm of Islam" [bi-jami' 
bildd al-Islam] , he says, "you will hardly ever find ... a town more rich 
in buildings than Suhar" [wa-la takadu ht'raf. ..madlnatun akthar 'imaratan 
wa-malan min Suhar] . 1 16 According to Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/ 1 29 1) there 
were 12,000 houses built of "bricks, mortar and teakwood"; some 192 
weighing balances were constructed in order to weigh merchandise for 
vendors and purchasers. 117 Archaeological evidence shows marks of cop- 
per-working and glass-making in Sohar and several remains of glazed 
ceramics (Islamic and Chinese 3rd-8th/9th-14th c) are reported. 11 " By 
the time Ibn al-Mujawir wrote his Tdrikh the town had decayed to an 
agrarian and fishing village. In fact al-ldrlsl (d. c. 560/1165) tells us 
that in the first half of the sixth/ twelfth century, the town had suffered 
from the depredations of the ruler of the Island of Qais to the extent 
that Chinese vessels stopped using the port of Sohar; the ruler despoiled 
their properly and rendered Sohar so weak that "the commerce was 
diverted from Oman to Aden". 119 



The West hub , it icirlian king h 1 in sea trade 

The southern coast of India stood at important crossroads between 
the Western Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia. Here, merchants from 
different regions met and traded products of all sorts. Mangalore and 
Cambay were the chief ports where ships put in to trade dates for other 
commodities and timber; building materials, teak planking and jungle 
wood were all available from the Malabar coastal hinterland whose 
timber trade goes back into antiquity. 

Managalore was a large busy harbour at the time when Ibn Battuta 
visited it in 743/1342; there were, he reports, about 4,000 Muslims 
"living in a suburb alongside the town". 120 The town attracted Jewish 
merchants because of the economic opportunities it could offer; one 
Genizah letter, addressed to Abraham Ben Yiju and written in circa 



115 On water exploitation and agriculture in Oman, see Wilkinson 1977. 

116 Al-Istakhrl 1927: 25. 

117 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, II: 284-5. 
Williamson 1974: 78-96. 

119 Al-Idrisl 1836-1840, I: 152-3; idem, 1994, I: 156-7. 

120 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, IV: 808. 



TRADE AND PORT TOWNS 



87 



1148, bears testimony to the trade at the time between the Red Sea 
and Mangalore. 121 The whole region around Mangalore was known 
for its spices and was consequently one of the richest territories in the 
medieval world. 

South of Mangalore lies Calicut, a much larger port; in fact Ibn 
Battuta calls it "one of the largest in the world". To it came merchants 
from China, Sumatra, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Persia and Yemen. 
Duarte Barbosa (d. 1521) too commented on the cosmopolitan nature 
of the port; 122 there were Arabians, Persians, Gujaratis and Khurasanis, 
collectively known asparadesis or foreigners, many of whom were expa- 
triates who had for a long time settled in Calicut. Timber trade activity 
was centred around Calicut and along the southern coast numerous 
workshops were found for shipbuilding and repair. 

Arabian and Persian merchants carried numerous products of India. 
According to Ibn Khurradadhbili (d. c. 300/911), there was a demand 
for: aloeswood and its different varieties, musk, ambergris, bamboo, 
camphor, cardamom, clove, pepper, spices, rice, betel leaves, willow, 
gold, ivory, iron, jute, jewels, precious stones, cloth of different variet- 
ies and cotton. 123 Sindabur (Goa) was an important trade centre where 
horses, perfumes and Chinese pottery were brought. Apparently horses 
were in great demand by the Indian rulers because of frequent warfare 
between rulers. The growing textile industry in Gujarat, in the north, 
supplied the main ports of Hormuz and Aden with a significant quantity 
of textiles in exchange for spice products in the markets of Southeast 
Asia. Such an exchange came at a time when there was an increasing 
demand for spice commodities in the Mediterranean. 124 

This exchange of trade brought other opportunities: mercantile com- 
munities were instrumental in carrying out Islamic missionary work; 
they converted hundreds of people on the east coast of Sumatra and 
north coast of Java. It was to become easier then for Perso-Arabian and 
Indian ships to sail beyond the Island of Sarandib (today Sri Lanka) 
as far as China, bringing back products that were to be distributed to 
Europe. Sri Lanka stood at an intersection of the pearl trade. Between 
the island and the south coast of mainland India, more than 8,000 
boats, reported the Dominican Friar and missionary Jordanus (d. c. 



121 See Goitein 1973: 187-92. 

122 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1856: 202. 
12:i Ibn Khurradadhbih 1889: 70-1. 
124 Harrison 1972: 44. 
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1330), were engaged in pearl fishing for three months. Moreover, the 
best precious stones in the whole world were found in this island, he 
tells us. 125 

The Gujaratis came to play an important role in the north of the 
Western Indian coast; many of them had settled in Cambay (south of 
Sind) as it was the most frequented harbour in the medieval period. By 
the seventh/thirteenth century it had become one of the richest port 
towns. During his stay there in 742/1341, Ibn Battuta remarked that 
the population consisted mostly of 

foreign merchants, who are always building there fine mansions and 
magnificent mosques and vie with one another in doing so. 

\anna akllutr sukkdnihd ril-liij/rlr id-^hurahd' fa-lutm ahmlan mbmln hi/nl td-dirdr 
al-lmsaim ca-l > 'i dhdlik]. 126 

It was a cosmopolitan town but clearly Islamic. Within the monopolistic 
framework of the Islamic Indian Ocean economy, the Gujaratis, like 
their fellow Muslim traders in the west, would have ventured to places 
as far as Indonesia in increasing numbers, establishing mercantile colo- 
nies and expanding their trading links as far as China. 127 In addition 
there were the Tamil and Telugu Chettis, the St Thomas Christians, 
the Jewish, the Chinese and other small minorities. 128 There was also 
regular commerce between Hindu merchants of Gujarat and their 
agents in old Hormuz. 129 Much of the Indian trade was organized into 
guilds based on caste and religion. 130 Gujarati merchants are reported 
to be everywhere: on the Malabar coast, the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea 
and East Africa. They were called bdniydn (< Hin vaniyas; < Skt vanij 
"merchant"), a term also used in modern times to refer to Hindu and 
Jain mercantile groups in the north and west of India, though it is 
not certain whether the nomenclature had a wider application to any 
Indian merchant group in West India. 131 



125 Jordanus 1863: 28. 

126 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 53; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 797. 

127 Meilink-Roelofsz 1970: 144-5. 
I2I! Suhralimanyam 1997: 96. 

129 Digby 1982, I: 100. 

130 Goitein 1968: 360. On the legacy of the indigenous maritime enterprise in 
Malabar, see Arasaratnam 1 994. 

131 Subrahmanyam 1977: 106; Lofgren 1936-1950, glossary; see also Serjeant 1974: 
32-4, 37, 70. 
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Other merchant groups known in the seventh/ thirteenth century were 
the Parsees of Cambay, mentioned by Sadld al-Dln al-Awfi, 132 and the 
Khojas and Bohras, the latter of the Isma'ili sect, being divided in two 
sub-groups, the Sulaymanis and the Da'udls. The Da'udls were from 
Yemen and had settled in Gujarat at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century around the time that the Portuguese reached the west coast of 
India. Merchants and craftsmen of the Parsee community settled on 
the West Indian coast, from Gujarat to Sind. 

Then there were the Tamil-speaking group known as the Marak- 
kayars found along the Tamil coast; Malayalam-speaking Mappilas, 
who by intermarriage had become Indian by blood, had settled on 
the Malabar coast; 133 the Arabians from Hadhramaut and Oman, and 
Persians from Bushehr and Hormuz who for centuries migrated and 
established their home in Malabar; and finally South Indian Muslim 
merchant communities in Sri Lanka. 134 The Jewish merchants took up 
residence on the Malabarian coast from the fifth/ eleventh century and 
thereafter; their business documents from the Cairo Genizah sources 
show the number of Jewish merchants in Aden and Mangalore who 
had commercial contacts between the Mediterranean and India. Rabbi 
Benjamin of Tudela (d. after 1 173) wrote that a number of Jews who 
lived on the Malabarian coast were "of black colour", 135 referring to 
converts of the local population to Judaism or, perhaps, an ethnic mix 
with the Jewish community. 

All this, points to a global trade which was for the most part Islamic 
and cosmopolitan in nature. Although Arabian and Persian merchants 
had for many centuries taken root on the West Indian coast, it became 
evident by the seventh/ thirteenth century that Indian merchants were 
taking the lead in the sea trade. The Gujaratis were running much of 
the trade to Burma and Malaya, Bengal, Hormuz, Aden and the coast 
of East Africa 136 until the coming of the Portuguese (16th c) when that 
monopoly was broken. 



132 Siddiqui 1992: 24-6. 

133 Curtin 1984: 146. 

134 McPherson 1995: 143. 

L15 Itinerary of Rabbi Iknjamm of Tudela 1810-1811, I: 140-1; II: 183-4. 

136 Lewis 1974: 243; Glmudlmri 1985: 100. 
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The ports of the Arabian Sea 

Several ports, some of only minor importance, are found on the coastal 
plain of the Arabian Sea which stretches from Muscat to Yemen. In 
the fourth/ tenth century Muscat appears to have been a port at which 
Yemenite ships put in before proceeding to India and beyond. 137 Chinese 
ships, maintains Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadanl (fl. end of 3rd/9th c), paid a 
harbour tax of 100 dirhams for small vessels but 10 to 20 dinars for 
larger vessels. 138 At the time of the arrival of the Portuguese, Muscat 
appears to have been the principal port of the kingdom of Hormuz. 139 
It posed a threat to the Portuguese control of the Persian Gulf so they 
set the harbour on fire which contained, it is said, many fishing boats 
and an arsenal "full of every requisite for shipbuilding". 11 ' 0 The town 
remained under the Portuguese until 1650 when it was taken by the 
Imams of Oman. 

Further south of Muscat we find Qalhat, north of present Sur, a 
strategic harbour that superseded Sohar. The town was from the sixth/ 
twelfth to the eighth/fourteenth century the hub of the "monsoon" 
trade; many merchant ships from India came here. Marco Polo (d. 
1323) called it "a great and noble city"; 141 he described it as having 
an excellent port where many vessels from India carried spices and 
other goods which fetched the best prices, and many "fine horses", 
he continued, which were shipped from Qalhat to India. 142 That the 
Qalhatis were traders and made their livelihood from what came to 
them on the Indian Ocean was noted by Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 
or 779/ 1377). 143 Qalhat was an important administrative and political 
centre that controlled the mouth of the Gulf (illustrations 7 & 8). 

It was a beautiful and prosperous town until its sacking by the Portu- 
guese commander Alfonso de Albuquerque (d. 1515) in 1508, 144 after 
which it was eclipsed by the rise of Muscat. The number of artefacts, 
including pottery sherds, beads, glassware and coins, recovered in a 
surface excavation at Qalhat explains the town's active sea trade. An 



137 Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadanl 1885: 11-12; al-MuqaddasI 1906: 93. 

138 Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadanl 1885: 11. 
u " Commentaries 1875-1884, I: 83. 

140 Ibid., 82. 

141 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 272. 

142 Ibid. 

143 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 225; idem, 1958-2000, II: 396. 

144 Commentaries 1875-1884, I: 221 
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Illustrations 7 & 8 The ruins of the mausoleum of Bibi Maryam 
(8th/ 14th c), Qalhat 1998 (photos author) 



interesting find was the hammam (bath) structure with rooms, basins 
and pipes which is one of the few water systems uncovered on the 
Arabian Peninsula. 145 Stone anchors found at some 65 feet (20 m) dis- 
tance from the coast line of Qalhat harbour confirm the importance 
of the harbour and also suggest that a mooring ridge was in use for 
ships to anchor. 146 

The Southern Arabian Dhofar coast had well-sheltered anchorages; 
the whole region was part of the frankincense trade which had existed 
from antiquity (illustration 9). Horses were exported from here to India 
at a great profit. 147 A study (1996-2000) between Mukalla and the 
Omani border shows that a number of harbours were established during 
the pre-Islamic and the early Islamic periods: Shihr East, Musaynaa, 
Kidmat Yarub, Sharwayn and Khalfut; 148 some were busy during the 
early period of Islam but things changed when the trade was controlled 
by Egyptian merchants between the sixth and ninth/twelfth and fifteenth 
centuries. Shihr, Sharma and Aden became the chief ports. 

Shihr, east of Aden and Mukalla, was the capital of Mahra. Ibn 
Hawqal (fl. c. 367/977-8) gives the following description: 



145 Vosmer 2004: 396. 

146 A study on anchors and the harbour of Qalhat was conducted by an underwa- 
ter expedition directed by Tom Vosmer (March-April 1998), see Agius 1999: 174-77, 
189-94 and Vosmer et al. 2000; see also recent results of the first mission of excavations 
at Qalhat, Vosmer 2004: 400-1. 

147 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 272. 

148 Rougeulle 2001: 203-11. 
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Illustration 9 Frankincense tree on the Dhofar coast, Raysut 1996 
(photo author) 



This is a wild country. The language [of the inhabitants] is not Arabic; 
it can hardly be understood. There are no palm trees, nor is there any 
cultivation. Their wealth is based of camels and ^oals. ( lamels and animals 
feed on little fish named warq. They and their animals do not know or eat 
bread. Their food is meat, preparations of milk and dates. They possess 
pure-bred camels. It produces frankincense [luban] used in the whole world: 
the houses are full of it. Their country consists of large valleys. 
| ' i hum inn ' i ' / ; , / 

wa-laysa bihd nakhl wa-la zar' wa-innama amwaluhum al-ibl wa-l-ma'az wa-l- 
ibl wa-l-dawdbb ta'lif al-samak al-sighar al-ma'ruf bil-warq wa-hum wa-sa'ir 
liayaicdiiiliim Id ra'ri/dn al-lduthz ica-ld ra kiildnah ica-aklidutm al-Mimdk iai-1- 
(i/hiin ica-l-lumdr lai-laluiin nit/it/i mill al-ibl lufaddal Ji l-\axr lai-ltUMi td-rirddti 
'tdd jiiiiu (d-nii/iib ica-Iuhdi! alladhi ru\la inal hil-ajdij mill lutndk ica-dirdrulutm 
muftarisha bdu c itluim ln-icdiliii i \ 

The passage contains rich ethnographic detail on the economic life 
of the inhabitants of Mahra. Of the other texts (al-Mas'udi and al- 
Muqaddasl), this is the only one that mentions Shihr as the capital. In 



149 Ibn Hawqal 1964: 38; idem 1992: 44; see Hardy-Guilbert 2001: 69, 78, fn. 4, 
and her English translation with my amendments. 
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essence, Ibn Hawqal is telling us that the country is rainless and the 
people live on a diet of no bread or vegetables. They breed camels but 
they make a living from fish. On the question of fish, al-MuqaddasI (fl. 
second half of the 4th/ 10th c) reports that 

Al-Shihr. .. is an important centre for enormous fishes, which are ex- 
ported to 'Uman and Adan, thence to al-Basra, and to the towns of 
al-Yaman. 

\,at-l -Shihr. . . ma'din al-samak al-'azim yuhmal ild 'Uman wa-'Adan thumma ild 
l-Basra wa-almf al-lanian].''"' 

Fish was in great abundance, notably tunnies; it was fed to animals, 
because the whole country had no grass. In fact Marco Polo (d. 1323) 
reiterates the fact that this region is "the driest place in the world". 151 
According to al-Mas udl (d. 345/956-7), the place-name stood for 
the whole region (bildd al-Shihr or sail i I al-Shihr. but also for the town 
(madina 'aid l-shati'). 152 But how important was Shihr? After the fourth/ 
tenth century no source mentions it, only Marco Polo reports in the 
fourteenth century that Shihr was still a thriving port: 

. . . for I assure you that many merchant-ships come here well loaded with 
goods from India, and from here they export goods to India 153 

He also claims that the Shihr region produced quantities of excellent 
incense and that it prospered with the number of horses that were 
exported from which "merchants make a handsome profit". 154 He tells 
us that it formed part of Aden and that its ruler, probably Ibn Iqbal 
under the Rasulids (626-85/1229-1454), was just. 

From surveys carried out on the coast of Hadhramaut (as far as 
Sayut), the ancient site of Shihr was discovered in the Qaryah quarter, 
197 feet (60 m) from the beach. The settlement dates back to the early 
Islamic period (from the 2nd/8th c). Several Abbasid pieces of pottery 
(2nd-3rd/8th-9th c) from Wadi Samun and Qaryah were recovered. 
Also found were a number of Sasanian- Abbasid fragments of jars 
possessing an alkaline blue-green glaze and other jugs and bowls which 
implies trade being carried out with other port towns: Basra, Siraf, 



150 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 87; idem, 2001: 78. 

151 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 271. 

152 Al-Mas udl 1983, I: 126, 170, 209, 450; II: 210. 

153 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 271. 

154 Ibid. 
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Julfar and from as far as China. 155 Other finds from one building site 
included two ovens and a glass workshop, probably dating from the 
eighth/fourteenth century. 156 

Further east of Shihr was Sharma, one of the most active harbours 
of the Indian Ocean trade; it was dependent on Zabid in the Tihama 
on the Red Sea coast. 157 It is mentioned by al-ldrlsl (d. c. 560/1165) 
together with Lasa (the old name for Shihr). 158 Both Sharma and 
Shihr are noted by the geographer al-Dimashql (d. 727/1327) for 
their importance. 159 We are also informed by al-Idrisi, a geographer 
interested in gems, pearls, fossils and stones, that the caliph Harun al- 
Rashld (170-193/786-809) sent an expeditionary team to Yemen to 
enquire from the people of Aden, Sharma and Hasik about amber. 160 
This is probably because Harun al-Rashld, as in Greek and Roman 
times, believed in amber's magical charms, hence the wearing of beads 
or amulets, particularly as a preventive against disease. 161 From the 
yellow-brown fossil, vast quantities of beads, amulets, and other small 
ornamental objects were manufactured. 

Ras Sharma, located east of Shihr, was settled in the Neolithic period 
and an amount of flint material has been recovered. Several pre-Islamic 
sherds from a surface survey were also found, which come from Oman, 
Iran and India. 162 But the foundation of a main settlement comes from 
the fourth/tenth century the founders of which are from the Persian 
Gulf, which produced large amounts of glazed ceramics exported 
to Sharma among other ports. 163 Rougeulle's conclusions about this 
settlement, which was abandoned by the first half of the sixth/ twelfth 
century are that Sharma was possibly not a harbour but a "warehouse" 
and as the excavations show, it was dominated by a huge fortified store- 
house. 164 This concept of a warehouse is one which may be compared to 
Quseir al-Qadim on the Egyptian Red Sea coast, where textual evidence 
indicates that the buildings that were excavated belonged to one or more 
merchants. 165 In this compound there were government officials as well 



133 Ilardv-Gmlbert 2001: 72, 73, 75-6. 

156 Ibid., 71. 

157 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 53, 70; idem, 2001: 50, 66. 

158 Al-Idrisi 1994. I: 55, 56: sec also Rougeulle 2003: 287. 

159 Al-Dimashqi 1874: 301. 

160 Al-Idrisi 1994: 66. 

161 Harris & Levey 1975: 80 

162 Rougeulle 2003: 287. 

163 Ibid., 296. 

164 Ibid. 

165 Guo 2004: 9-16. 
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as craftsmen and it seems likely that a number of soldiers would have 
been stationed in a fortress though no foundations of such a building 
were ever discovered at Quseir in spite of the place-name which in 
Arabic represents "little fort". Another point mentioned by Rougeulle 
is the lack of luxury items and the debris of breakable merchandise, a 
pattern that occurs in Quseir al-Qadim too. 

The homogeneous archaeological material found at Sharma can be 
dated from the end of the fourth/tenth to the beginning of the sixth/ 
twelfth century: no coins were recovered but there were large quantities 
of varied types and uses of resins; micro-beads; numerous imported 
ceramics and glass vessels. Great quantities of Chinese porcelain and 
stonewares were unearthed, "the richest corpus of Chinese imports ever 
found on an Islamic site of this period"; glazed wares and unglazed 
pieces (90.7% of the recovered ceramic material). 166 



The Red Sea corridor 

Aden was one of the most celebrated and ancient ports on the Southern 
Arabian coast and was considered "the base of the shipping industry". 167 
By the sixth/ twelfth century many Egyptian, Persian and Indian mer- 
chants had settled in Aden, occupying a good part of the cosmopolitan 
town; all foreign merchants were responsible to the wakil al-twjjar (the 
representative of merchants) 168 while all (foreign and local) merchants 
were answerable to "the head of the merchants" (ra'is al-tujjar). xm Ships 
came to Aden from all the major ports of the Indian Ocean as well as 
China. Imports included ambergris, fine linens {shurub), shields, tiger 
skins as well as Abyssinian slaves and eunuchs. 170 Spices and drugs, 
cotton cloths and other wares came from Cambaya, food-stuffs from 
Zeila. Aden also exported glass; in a Genizah letter of 1 139, a number 
of glass items: sixty-eight goblets, ten bowls, five cups and five green 
bottles were exported to India and yellow-glazed pottery shipped to 
East Africa 171 (illustration 10). 



166 Rougeulle 2003: 295-6. 

167 Margariti 2002: 234. 

168 Goitein 1968: 345-6. 

169 Serjeant 1988: 66; see also QaQ, PA 0343, 1. 11. 
17,1 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 97; idem, 2001: 83. 

171 Meyer 1992: 120. 
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Illustration 1 0 Aden: the most celebrated medieval port town which 
controlled the Red Sea corridor (after Civitates orbis terrarum 1572-1617, I: 53) 

Strategically, Aden controlled the Red Sea corridor: Qulzum in the 
north, according to al-Ya'qubl (d. c. 278/891-2), was an important port: 

Here merchants supply provisions to the Hijaz and Yemen; it has a 
harbour for ships; here are people of different races and the merchants 
are wealthy. . . . 

j / i \ 1 ll IriiiKi 

lai-hilul miuwu l-nmrdkih lai-alilulul aklildl mill iil-nas liij/dnihd tiki ra\dr . . . \ . 1 '- 

Further to the east of the Sinai Peninsula lay Ayla (modern Aqaba) 
which was a bustiing port, with a good mix of population; it was the 
meeting place for pilgrims from Syria but also, according to al-Ya c qubl, 
for North Africans and Egyptians. The safest way for them was to sail 
to Jar and then to Jeddah rather than the Qulzum-Jar route, for the 
treacherous prevailing winds from the north made the voyage often very 
difficult. 173 Jar (probably near modern Yanbo) on the Arabian littoral 
was a well-established pre-Islamic port. It was frequented by ships from 
Egypt and Yemen and a colony of merchants had settled there. 174 The 
Red Sea ports: Jeddah, Aidhab, Suakin and Quseir al-Qadim were com- 
mercially linked with India and East Africa. Texts and archaeological 



17 - Al-Ya'qubl 1892: 340. 

173 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 11-12. 

174 Yaqutnd., II: 107. 
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finds show that Aidhab (5th— 7th/ 1 1th— 1 3th c) and Quseir al-Qadim 
(7th— 9th/ 13th- 15th c) both played key roles in the long-distance trade 
from India to Yemen and from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean via 
the River Nile (illustrations 11 & 12). Perhaps of all the Red Sea ports, 
Athar on the southern Tihama coast, is considered to have benefited 
most from the commerce of the Persian Gulf 

Both corridors of the Indian Ocean were in competition: the Persian 
Gulf route was under the influence of the Eastern Abbasid caliphate 
while the Red Sea route was controlled by the Fatimid caliphate of 
Fustat (4th— 6th/ 10th- 12th c). Egyptian merchants traded with India 
and as the Genizah letters inform us, they had agents in Red Sea 
ports, Yemen and India. By exerting economic and political pressures, 
the Fatimids apparently managed to divert the trade from the Persian 
Gulf to the Red Sea. Did they engineer this? Could Fustat manage a 
maritime network on such a grand scale, from the Indian Ocean to 
the Mediteranean? It is diffcult to say. On the other hand, "it may be 
no coincidence", argues Whitehouse, "that trade through the Red Sea 
flowered at precisely the moment at which trade in the Mediterranean 
entered a period of rapid expansion". 175 

Excavations at Athar have disclosed the remains of a settlement, 
abundant finds of glazed ceramics and evidence of an industrial glass- 




Illustrations 1 1 & 12 Two paper fragments showing the name of Quseir 
(RQAD QaQ PA 206, 1. 1 and PA 0385, 1. 1, courtesy of Universities of 
Leeds and Southampton) 



175 Whitehouse 1983: 333-4. 
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producing site. The Islamic glazed wares are of the Samarra type 
(3rd-4th/9th-10th c), Persian Gulf types and the ceramics of the 
Fatimid South Arabian provenance. Other artefacts of Chinese ceramic 
assemblage range from different dynasties, namely ninth to twelfth 
centuries. 176 

Jeddah was the pilgrim port for Mecca and the emporium of Yemen 
and Egypt; it grew into an important seaport where ships with spices 
and drugs from India put in every year. When the Chinese Treasure 
Ships on their seventh expedition came as far as Aden in 1421, seven 
mariners were sent to Mecca by a local ("foreign" in Chinese terms) 
ship; 177 apart from the fact that these seven were Muslims it is possible 
that the Chinese vessels were too large to enter the Red Sea. I shall 
discuss the size of these ships in Chapter 7. Around 1503, Ludovico 
di Varthema, stopped at Jeddah and reported to have seen at the har- 
bour "one hundred ships" 17 " laden with spices. From Jeddah they were 
trans-shipped onto small boats and then to Tur on the Suez canal. Tur 
had replaced Quseir al-Qadim by the ninth/fifteenth century; it was 
the commercial centre for goods to be distributed to agents in Cairo 
and Alexandria or Damascus and Beirut. From Jeddah and Aden ships 
returned to Calicut laden with copper, quicksilver and verdegris. 179 This 
vibrant trade is captured in the verses of the poet Luis Vaz de Camoes 
(d. 1580) who extols Jeddah as the principal mart of the Red Sea: 

Jeddah the port is called where all the trade 
Of the Red Sea the most did flourish; . . . 
Of mightly vessels by the Indian sea, 
Coming each year in search of spicery. . . . 180 



The East African ports 

Commerce between the Persian Gulf and Southern Arabia with East 
Africa was well established by the fourth/tenth century. 1 " 1 Muslim set- 



176 See Tampoe 1989: 110. 

177 See Church 2005: 12, fn. 37. 

178 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 52, 54. 

179 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 46-7. 

180 "Qijj^ se c hama o porto, aonde o trato/ De todo o Roxo Mar mais florecia, . . ./ 
De grandes naos pelo Indico Oceano/ Especiaria vem buscar cada anno..." (Canto 
IX, Stanzas 3 and 4). 

181 East Africa was called the Bilad al-Sudan (The Land of the Blacks), see al- 
Masudi 1983, I: 123. 
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tiers were found in several East African towns; they were called Shirazis, 
a general term for the Perso-Arabian Muslims inhabiting East Africa. 182 
The Shirazis are said to have traded slaves, ivory and ambergris. The 
main ports of call were Mogadishu, Merca, Barawa, Manda, Ungwana, 
Malindi, Gedi, Mombasa, Pemba, Zanzibar, Mafia and Kilwa; towards 
the end of the ninth/fifteenth century there were thirty towns listed, 
from Somalia to Sofala. Apparently, each town had its independent 
status, administered by merchants. The chief export in the third/ninth 
century was slaves. Thousands of slaves, called the Zanj, were brought 
from East Africa to Basra to revive dead lands in the estates of Basra. 1 " 3 
Their number was estimated to be 50,000. 184 

The Islamization of the East African coast can be better understood 
with the finds of early excavations, namely at Mogadishu, Merca, 
Barawa, Kelepwa, Ungwana, Gedi and Kilwa, 185 which indicate a 
general trading link with Aidhab and Quseir al-Qadim in particular. 
Mamluk glass is one example; the glass consisted of bottles, vials, bea- 
kers, bowls, lamps and bracelets. 186 Chinese wares were common and 
they may have come from Siraf, Sohar or Aden. 

Mogadishu was founded by the Gulf Arabians (of the al-Hasa tribe) 187 
around the fourth/ tenth century but Persians had also settled there by 
the seventh/thirteenth century; exports included: sandalwood, ebony, 
amber and ivory. 188 Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) described 
Mogadishu as a large town, 

its inhabitants are merchants possessed of vast resources ... In this place 
are manufactured the woven fabrics called after it, which are unequalled 
and exported from it to Egypt and elsewhere. 



182 Trimingham 1975: 124-5; 128-9. 
18:i Al-Istakhfl 1927: 82. 

184 For the events following 255/869 to 270/883 see al-Tabarl 1965, XII (iii): 
1742-87, 1834-1920; XIII (iv): 1921-2103. Never in the history of Islam there were 
so many slaves concentrated in one region toiling for years under appalling conditions. 
The lives of these miserable slaves ended in a tragedy. Under the instigation of their 
leader 'All b. Muhammad they rose against the Caliphal army but were defeated 
in 270/883 and consequently the Zanj movement collapsed. The Zanj movement, 
ironically, was never against the Caliphate; it fought against those who owned land. 
In reality, the Zanj organization had no particular ideology, no aim, for example, to 
abolish slavery. The Blacks only hoped that their life would get better despite the social 
and economic environment, see Agius 1983: 13. 

185 Kirkman 1954, 1966; Garlake 1966; Chittick 1974. 

186 Meyer 1992: 75-96. 

187 See H. A. R. Gibb's note in Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, II: 374, fn. 47. 

188 Yaqut nd, V: 201. 



100 



CHAPTER THREE 



| 'l/ll/ltl li ii I I I i it' 1 i I I II i 

laha wa-minha tuhmal ild diydr misr wa-ghayriha] . m 

It became a very important Islamic centre minting its own coins 190 and 
a number of thirteenth to fifteenth-century Chinese and Arabic coins 
have been unearthed here. 

Further south is the town of Merca, established by the Sirafis in the 
fourth/tenth century and the next town, Barawa which was populated 
by the Gulf Arabians as early as the fourth/tenth century 191 From 
Yemen and the Northern Arabian coast of the Red Sea, Arabians settled 
in Manda in the Lamu archipelago, where numerous Islamic pottery 
finds of Sirafi provenance, dating from third to fourth/ninth to tenth 
century were excavated. 192 Other towns that should be mentioned were 
Ungwana, Malindi, Gedi and Mombasa, all south of Manda. It is said 
that the founders of Malindi came from Kufa, Iraq. We are told by 
al-Idrisi (d. c. 560/1 165) that Malindi was a big port town and many 
fishermen were engaged in catching whales which they first salted and 
then traded. He also says that iron was mined in both Malindi and 
Mombasa. 193 Then comes Qanbalu, a considerable Islamic settlement 
by the fourth/tenth century. An extraordinary hoard of 12 gold and 
2,060 silver coins was recovered at Mtambwe Mkuu; the gold coins 
were minted in Tunisia, Cairo, Tyre and Damascus while the silver 
collection is of East African origin. 194 

The island of Zanzibar was well known from the sixth to the eighth/ 
twelfth to fourteenth centuries. Chau Ju-Kua comments on the Perso- 
Arabian direct trading between Malabar and Zanzibar; commodities 
were white and red cotton cloth, porcelains and copper. 195 

The Persian Gulf trade to the East African coast is evidenced by 
excavations dating from about 750 CE in the Lamu archipelago at 
Manda, Sharga and Pate; several imported Islamic and Chinese ceram- 
ics at these sites have been found: white-glazed wares (c. 800 CE) 
and lustre pottery (c. 900 CE). Timber for building-construction was 
sought from the Lamu archipelago; mangrove poles from sites such as 



189 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, II: 374; idem, 1968, II: 181. 

100 Clnttick & Rotlx-nr 1975: 13-14. 

1! " Grottanelli 1975: 73-4. 

192 Chittick & Rotberg 1975: 11. 

193 Al-IdrlsT 1994, I: 59. 

194 Horton, Brown & Oddy 1986: 115-23. 
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Manda were shipped to the Persian Gulf region (2nd-3rd/8th-9th c). 
Siraf was probably one of the importers. 196 Mangrove poles were used 
particularly for roofs of buildings and they were being exported to the 
Gulf until fairly recent times. 197 

Sailing south is Kilwa, which was a large city at the time of Ibn 
Battuta. He describes it as 

one of the finest and niosi substantially built towns; all the buildings are 
of wood, and the houses are roofed with dis reeds. 

[. . .min ahsai i i i i ' 

InnTdiha l-dis]. 198 

Excavations disclose evidence of glass vessels and thousands of varied 
beads, the majority coming from India. 199 Both Kilwa and Mombasa 
were important trading cities; the Portuguese later sought them out for 
trade in gold, iron, ivory and tortoise-shell (illustration 13). Thereafter, 
the ships of Oman and Siraf reached Sofala; much of the Indian gold 
trade depended on this coastal town. 200 It was the southernmost trading 
post 201 and beyond Sofala, explains Yaqut (d. 626/1228-9), no seaman 
dared to venture because of the perils that ships could encounter 202 
(illustration 14). Ships, however, sailed to the east of Sofala; they sailed 
to the Island of Madagascar, their ships laden with cloth of gold and 
various silken fabrics, trading for ivory and ambergris. 203 But they did 
not go beyond the south of the island because of the strong currents, 
Marco Polo (d. 1323) maintains, which meant "[ships] would have 
little chance of returning". 204 Thus, the Indian Ocean mariner was 
dissuaded from exploring the "Sea of Darkness" (the Atiantic). So no 
Indian Ocean ship seems to have ever rounded the Cape of Good Hope 
even though al-Blruni (d. 440/1048), who had given correct values of 
latitudes and longitudes of various places, hinted at the possibility of 
circumnavigating the Cape; if the Chinesejwn^s succeeded the evidence 
is simply not there. 



Whitehouse 1969: 51-2. 
Agius 2005a: 125-6. 

Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, II: 380; idem, 1968, II: 193. 

Chittirk 1974: 460, 468-70, 479, 482. 

Yule &Burnell 1994: 850. 

Al-Masudl 1983, I: 123. 

Yaqut 1866-1873, I: 87. 

Ibid. 

Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 263. 




Illustration 14 Sofala: no Indian Ocean mariner dared 
to sail beyond this town (after Civitates orbis terrarum 1572-1617, I: 53) 
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People of southeastern origin settled in Madagascar and the Comoro 
Islands in the second half of the first millennium CE; the language of 
Madagascar today is Malagasy of an Austronesian family with strong 
ties to Ma'anyan and the Borito languages of Borneo. How they reached 
Madagascar is interesting and something which has intrigued a number 
of scholars. One voyage, undertaken by Bob Hobman and his crew 
on 6 August 1985, proved that Neolithic navigators could have crossed 
over from Indonesia to Madagascar on an outrigger canoe, the sari- 
manok, a hollowed-out trunk of a huge ghio tree with sails woven from 
plant fibres. The voyage lasted 63 days. Philip Beale and his team set 
out to build a large (62.1 ft/ 19 m) outrigger vessel based on five 
reliefs found at the eighth-century Borobudur temple in Central Java, 
Indonesia. The hypothesis is that in the first millennium Indo-Malay 
people reached Madagascar and West Africa on large outriggers. The 
performance characteristics of the replica launched in May 2003 proved 
its capability for crossing the ocean to East Africa and finally reaching 
Ghana on 23rd February 2004. 205 Both Bob Hobman and Philip Beale 
have demonstrated that it was possible to sail on primitive boats and 
that Madagascar and the Comoros Islands could well have been settled 
by Indo-Malay people. 

There are some hints in Islamic sources to suggest maritime activity 
among Indo-Malay mariners and merchants who sailed to Madagascar, 
perhaps sometime in the early centuries of Islam (2nd-4th/8th-10th 
c). 206 The most striking of the narratives is told by Buzurg b. Shahriyar 
(d. 399/1009), he recounts: 

. . .In 334/945 they [the people of the east, Waqwaq] came with a thou- 
sand boats and violently attacked the town of Qanbalu (probably situated 
in the archipelago of the Comoros) ... They said it was because the land 
had trade goods useful in their country and for China, such as ivory, 
tortoise-shell, panther-skins and ambergris, and because they wanted to 
obtain Zanj (i.e. slaves), for they were strong and easily endured slavery. 
They said their voyage had lasted a year. . . . 

|. . .annahum wajuhum fi sanat arba' wa-thaltllhui h-ti-l/itilnlh ma'a fi nahwa alf 
i i O mhalu) .innama ja'uhum li-anna 



205 Philip Beale gave a presentation "Borobudur Ship Expedition 200;!/ I" lo die 
conference on "Sails of lEslory', Zanzibar, 17-19 July 2006; a report on this expedi- 
tion by Nick Burningham and Philip Beale was submitted to the Royal Geographical 
Society in March 2006. 

2(16 See G. Ferrand-P. Ycrin, "Madagascar", in Encyclopaedia of Islam, volumes I XII 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1960-2004), V: 939-45. 
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'indahum min al-amti'a mayasluhu li-biladihim wa-l-Sin mithla l-'aj wa-l-dhabl 
(C(i-l-iuii)iur wa-l-Yinbar wo 

wa-jildihim wa-annahum ja'uhum min masiratin sana. . .]. 207 

The location of the Waqwaq Islands is a controversial issue which I 
shall not discuss here.-"" Although there is myth surrounding Buzurg 
b. Shahriyar's tales, there may also be facts that should not be dis- 
carded. In his anecdote of a Waqwaq expedition to Qanbalu, Buzurg 
concludes: 

If these men spoke the truth and their report is correct, when they say 
they had come from a year's sail away, this would confirm what II m 
Lakis (the story-teller) said of the Waqwaq Islands — that they lie opposite 
China. God knows best. 

| Jti-'ullid kwiti (/awl hauldi lai-hikdmlitlutnt .\tiluliti annalutm jfiTi min nmsTralin 

i i i i ' ' i rjl ir I- 1 1 

UYi-awia/m tjnhdlala l-.STn lat-IIdlut a'lam\r" 

His conclusion has a message questioning the truth of the story. Histori- 
cally, there may be important information here in terms of the year it 
was reported and details of the voyage and the commodities. 

The second important Islamic source comes from al-ldrlsl who states 
that: 

The inhabitants of the Islands of Ranj (i.e. Sumatra) voyage to [the Land 
of] the Zanj in zawraqs and small ships, carrying their merchandise, and 
| the) came here] because they understand one another's langauge. . . 

\ wa-ahl jaza'ir al-Ranj yusafiruna ild l-^anj fi zawariq wa-mardkib sighdr fa- 
mjlubuna minlitl tiui/i alalmm li-wmalmm yajJminu ba duluiin kaldin /;«</...].-'" 

The "[Land of] the Zanj" is a reference to the East African coast but 
could equally be pointing to the Islands of Madagascar and Comoros. 
By the time al-Idrisi wrote his geographical work in the sixth/twelfth 
century, the Malagasy people had long settled on the islands and the 
passage does suggest that the east-west trading contacts were maintained 
through a common language. The linguistic, ethnic and cultural con- 
nection with the ancestral speakers of Malagasy looks obvious; there 



207 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1981: 103; idem, 1883-1886: 175. 

208 Al-Idrisi (d. 560/ 1 165) believed that Sofala was called the Sofala of the Waqwaq 
on the basis that the indigenous speech resembled a whistling sound of a bird, see 
aUdrlsI 1836-1840, I: 79. 

209 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1981: 103; idem, 1883-1886: 175. 

210 Al-Idnsl 1994, I: 61. 
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are gaps in our knowledge and more research is needed in order to 
establish exactly why and how the "people of the east" voyaged and 
settled in Madagascar. 211 



The current belief is that the political breakdown of the 'Abbasid 
caliphate accelerated a shift of trade and channelled it to the Red Sea 
at the rise of Fatimid power in 358/964. Consequently, Sauvaget claims, 
the Gulf trade became restricted to "a few isolated ventures". 212 Although 
there is some historical truth and archaeological evidence to substanti- 
ate this claim, this is not the whole picture and the Gulf trade was 
not in total decline. We have seen the recession of commercial centres 
like Basra, Ubulla, Al-Bahrayn, Siraf and Qais which played important 
roles in the sea route to China during the second-third/eighth-ninth 
centuries; the volume of Chinese goods reaching the Persian Gulf ports 
certainly suffered a loss during the third/ninth century: some reasons 
may have been, the danger of reefs and typhoons which Chinese ships 
were exposed to in Southern China, piracy, and outbreak of fires at 
Khanfu. 213 However, against this decline, as was shown in this chapter, is 
the resurgence of ports in the following two centuries, such as Hormuz 
and Sohar which are well documented by Muslim and non-Muslim 
authors and corroborated by archaeological finds. 

By the fifth/eleventh century however, the Red Sea does become 
an important venue for maritime commerce; goods are transported to 
Aden and Aidhab. Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) describes the latter as 

one of the most frequented ports of the world, because of the ships of 
India and the Yemen that sail to and from it, as well as the pilgrim ships 
that come and go. 

[n-d-lum win akfal marasi l-dunya bi-sabab anna marakib al-Hind wa-l-lhman 
i ' I Idira wa-l ^diidd\} u 



211 LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1953a: 85. The reader is referred to Roger Blench's new 
data and interpretation in a forthcoming study on the Austronesian settlement in 
Madagascar and the East African coast. 

212 Sauvaget 1948: 19-20. 

213 Hourani 1963: 72. 

214 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 63; idem, nd: 63. 
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The Genizah documentation and the information provided by Ibn 
al-Mujawir (d. 690/1291) on some ports in the Red Sea are our best 
sources. With the rise of the Fatimids, Egypt became preoccupied by 
commerce and the trade route with India and China; thus, Egyptian 
merchants began to control the commercial networks and the expan- 
sion of these connections by way of agents in Yemen and India. 215 
Letters from the Genizah corpus testify to this change of routes from 
the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea. Perhaps it also needs to be said that 
the fifth/eleventh century was the time when trading centres in East 
Africa were established, enjoying a long period of prosperity. 

The Indian presence in East Africa may have posed a threat. Knowing 
the value of gold, one may ask whether Persian and Arabian merchants 
tolerated the presence of Indian traders in East Africa and reserved for 
themselves the commerce within the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea? 
Material recovered in Sharma (up to the 6th/ 12th c), and to a lesser 
extent Quseir al-Qadim (7th-9th /13th- 15th c), show an obvious con- 
nection with East Africa, India and China. 

It was at the end of the ninth/ fifteenth century that things started to 
change in the Indian Ocean. The seven Ming diplomatic expeditions 
(1405 to 1433), under the commandership of Zheng He or Cheng Ho 
(d. 1435), admiral and diplomat, Grand Eunuch, commissioned by the 
emperor Yung-Lo or Zhu Di (d. 1424) of the Ming dynasty (1368— 
1644), 216 is a unique event in the history of Indian Ocean trade: large 
fleets of junks of different sizes, over 28 years, covered many thousands 
of sea miles on the high seas from China to East Africa and the Red 
Sea; they sailed their vessels as far as the east coast of Mozambique but, 
maintains Needham, because of "a change of policy had withdrawn 
the treasure fleets for good". 217 A very unusual thing to happen; the 
decision to end the voyages in 1433 forbade also further private over- 
seas trading What was the reason for the withdrawal of their ships? 
It remains a mystery. These voyages had multiple objectives, the chief 
being to explore and expand trade and diplomatic relations. Choosing 
Zheng He, a Muslim, son of a hajj (pilgrim), to establish good trade links 



215 Naji 1993: 440. 

216 Information about these Alius expeditions came down to us through Ma Huan, 
a Muslim writer from Kuei-Chi in Chekiang, whose accounts were written between 
1416 and 1435 in a work entitled Tingyai shenglan (The Overall Survey of the Ocean's 
Shores); see also Needham 2000, IV, iii: 487-92. On Zheng He (or Cheng Ho) see 
Levathes 1996. 

217 Needham 2000, IV, iii: 503. 
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with the west of the Indian Ocean, was an important and significant 
move; much of the trade at the time was in the hands of Muslim com- 
munities. The grandeur of these expeditions, the diplomatic mission, 
the ships, the gifts showered on the rulers were a way to exhibit the 
greatness of the Ming dynasty; it is reported that the coastal commu- 
nities acknowledged China's superiority. If they had not, what would 
have happened? No doubt the Chinese were prepared for the worst: 
the use of force, for which they were well equipped; the ships carried 
hundreds of armed men in case they were attacked, but no incident 
was reported, they were peaceful expeditions. As Needham remarked, 
there is nothing new about the Chinese in the Western Indian Ocean, 
they were there much earlier, but what was special about the Ming 
expeditionary voyages was "the appearance of organized naval forces 
with junks of great size" not witnessed ever before 218 (see Chapter 7). 
These expeditions were impressive and the impact on the rulers and the 
communities was great. It could not have lasted any longer because to 
maintain and man the fleet would have been too much of a strain on 
the Ming economy. Further, Sally Church understands that the country 
was also under economic strain due to the military campaigns, in the 
north against the Mongols, and Annam in the south. She thinks that the 
moving of the capital from Nanjing to Beijing in 142 1 and the building 
of canals for the shipping of grain from the south to the capital in the 
north, would have entailed an immense expense on the state. 219 

The Portuguese in the sixteenth century had restrained the Muslim 
monopoly on the Indian Ocean trade; they instituted a trading licence, 
the cartaz, which enabled them to monitor the overall trading networks; 
Asian merchants, fearing the repercussions if they did not cargo their 
goods with Portuguese ships, switched from local to Portuguese ships, the 
latter increasingly crewed by Arabians, Indians and South Asians. 220 

Three towns in the sixteenth century served as the marts for all the 
trade and merchantable wares in the Indian Ocean: a) Malacca, the 
entry to the Straits of Singapore, b) Hormuz, the opening to the Per- 
sian Gulf, and c) Aden, the gate to the Red Sea. 221 De Alboquerque 



218 Ibid., 492. 

219 Written communication from Sally Church (22 November 2006). 

220 CDRAD/ Port Arch, ANTT, cc 1-14-75 (Almeirim, 2 March 1514): In a letter 
to Alfonso de Albuquerque, Don Manuel I, King of Portugal, says that he had ordered 
Antonio Real "to instruct all the Christians and Pagans of the necessity of travelling 
in Portuguese vessels to stop the Moors navigating in the Indian Ocean". 

221 Commentaries 1875-1884, IV: 185. 
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(d. 1515) failed to take Aden in 1513; the author of the Commentaries 
laments the event and argues: 

... if the King of Portugal had made himself master of Aden, with a 
good fortress, such as those of [HJormuz and Malac[c]a . . . he might w ell 
have been called the lord of all the world — as did Alexander when he 
penetrated to the Ganges. . . . 

The Ottoman efforts in the mid-sixteenth century to keep the Portu- 
guese at bay in the Arabian Sea had some effect with varying degrees 
(see Chapter 8). In the subsequent decades the Portuguese stopped all 
native trade to Aden and Jeddah and diverted their trade via the Cape 
of Good Hope. 222 The pilgrimage traffic to Mecca suffered a setback 
with the Portuguese threat and menace in the Indian Ocean. One may 
argue that by re-routing the Spice Route to Lisbon, the Portuguese 
suppressed the long-established native trade via the Persian Gulf and 
the Red Sea and brought some catastrophic consequences to the indig- 
enous seafaring communities. By conquering the main port towns of 
the East African coast, the Persian Gulf and the West Indian shores, 
the Portuguese had affected the whole pattern of world trade. Their 
discovery of the Cape of Good Hope route changed the history of 
trade in the Indian Ocean. 



222 See Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 43-4: "(The Portuguese) took the ships 
of the Moors so that they should not pass from India to the Red Sea. . .". 



PART THREE 



CHAPTER FOUR 



PRIMITIVE BOATS AND BRONZE AGE 
CONSTRUCTION FEATURES: 
MESOPOTAMIA AND THE PERSIAN GULF 

(As) the waves passed under wooden (ships) 
lying low on the water, their timbers 
soundly fitted. ... 1 

Bishr b. Abl Khazim al-Asadi (d. c. 535 CE) 

Boat designs depend on a number of factors such as economic demands 
(crew, cargo, distances), the environment (weather conditions, seasonal 
change) and the topography (anchorages, harbours, shoals and reefs) as 
well as social, cultural, and religious influences. It goes without saying 
that seaworthiness is an important factor in the design of a craft and 
that seaworthiness and the suitability of a design rely on the hull forms, 
displacement of water, the surface below the waterline, the height of the 
gunwales above the waterline, buoyancy, speed and stability. An outline 
of design features of some primitive boats will serve as a base to the 
understanding of early craft of the Bronze Age which form the subject 
of this chapter. Using earlier research as a foundation, 2 this chapter 
will discuss, in general, construction features of watercraft, looking at 
evidence from textual, archaeological and iconographical material. 

The first type of craft that must have existed would be a hollowed-out 
tree trunk, a raft or a boat made from bundles of reeds. Turtle shells 
also made excellent floats; they are bowl-shaped and, as the Greek 
historian and geographer, Agatharchides of Cnidus (c. 200-131 BCE) 



1 Tamurni I m / luiln Isihahi..., translation 
from Montgomery 1997: 170-1. 

2 Boyle 1940; Hornell 1938; idem, 1942, 1916c Landstrom 1961; Hourani 1963; 
Casson 1971; Hawkins 1977; Dc Gracve 1981; Quails 1981; Heyerdahl 1982; Shihab 
1987; al-Hijjl 1988; Greenhill 1995; Vosmer 1996; idem. 1997, 2001; Agius 2002; 
McGrail 2004; Agius 2005a and Vosmer's unpublished thesis 2005. 
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reported, they could be made to sail. 3 Pliny claims that the Indian 
Ocean turtles were huge; the inhabitants of the Red Sea islands used 
them not only as boats but also as huts. 4 A bowl would have been a 
perfect object on which to sit and beat the water with one's feet like 
oars. Early craft were made from the materials most ready to hand 
which were accessible, economical and practical. If timber was scarce, 
waterskins, twigs, reeds and rope from palm-tree fibre were available. 
From wooded areas, timber and logs would provide the basic frame 
of a watercraft. Today, along the coast of the Western Indian Ocean, 
the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea, one can still find the construction 
of primitive watercraft. Some look much the same as the early craft 
of the Bronze Age, raising the question as to whether there has been a 
continuity in methods of construction going back thousands of years. 

Technology and material 

The early watercraft, such as rafts and dugouts would not have required 
more than a stone knife, a chisel and rope. To build boats, particularly 
ocean-going craft, required concentrated thought and skill; experience 
above all was quintessential. In the fourth millennium BCE, copper saws 
were used in Egypt and Mesopotamia but planks were split rather than 
sawn. 5 Copper tools were being replaced with new metal technology 
in the Late Bronze Age: a bronze chisel with a cutting edge at the end 
of the blade could shape timber. 6 

As I pointed out earlier, construction of river and sea craft depended 
on the technology and materials readily available such as reeds {Typha 
spp., Phragmites australis and Phragmites communis) which were easy to 
harvest. Rope could have been made from split reeds, the leaf of the 
date palm {Phoenix dactylifera) or the coconut palm. The use of reeds for 
boatbuilding is well known from textual 7 and archaeological finds. Their 
use was also known for the making of sails, fish traps and huts. Other 
material employed to make fishing nets and sails was from linen (Linum 
usitatissimum); in Mesopotamia, flax was also used for oil. 8 



3 Agatharchides of Cnidus 1989: 86. 

4 Pliny the Elder Bk IX.X.35. 

5 For Egypt see Landstrom 1970: 23. 

6 See McGrail 2004: 23, 43-5, 57, 59, 65, 67, 70. 

7 See Exodus 2.3; Strabo Bk 16.1.15. 

8 Potts 1997a: 119. 
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Different species of timber were used for shipbuilding. Egyptian ship- 
wrights in the mid-third millennium BCE utilised cedar wood, imported 
from the mountains of Lebanon; 9 local wood such as acacia which was 
the most widely used, tamarisk (Tamarix spp.), sycamore (Platanus orienta- 
lis), and sidir (Zjziphus spina- christi). 10 For the Mesopotamian region, both 
Strabo (d. after 21 CE) and Arrianus (d. c. 160 CE) noted the scarcity 
of timber; 11 however, some local trees were used in construction: from 
the Zagros mountains came oak (Quercus spp.), cypress (Cypressus spp.) 
and juniper (Juniperus spp.) which were substantial enough for build- 
ing temples and palaces but also for shipbuilding. Oak was used for 
most keels, strong enough for the mariners to haul the craft onto the 
beach where the crew camped for the night; 12 but also because oak is 
durable and was not vulnerable to the attack of the ship worm (teredo) 
as other inferior timber. 

Supplies of certain species must have come from outside the area. 
The only readily available tree was the palm tree and, of course, there 
were abundant supplies of reeds. 13 From excavated sites in Mesopota- 
mia, Moorey mentions the following timbers used for boatbuilding: ash 
(Fraxinus spp.), cedar (Cedrus spp.), cypress (Cypressus spp.), elm (Ulmus 
spp.), oak (Quercus spp.), pine (Pinus spp.), tamarisk (Tamarix spp.), teak 
(Tectona grandis), mulberry (Moraceae spp.) and willow (Salix spp.). 14 Inter- 
estingly, from the whole list, the palm tree is not included. 

Bitumen, an important substance in boatbuilding, was used in 
ancient Mesopotamia for caulking, sealing and waterproofing; we have 
it recorded in the Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 2750-2500 BCE) 15 and the 
Biblical story of the Flood. 16 Archaeological finds of the Bronze Age 
Ras al-Jins boat, point clearly to the application of bitumen. 17 Fish oil 
may have been an important component in the coating of bitumen 
on reed-built and wooden vessels in antiquity. It served as a preserva- 
tive for wood, reeds, and rope. Anti-fouling composed of fish oil with 
animal fat and lime may have been used though it is not clear when 
it was first developed. 



9 Landstrom 1970: 28; Meiggs 1998: 63-8. 

10 Kadry 1986: 123; Meiggs 1998: 59-60. 

11 Strabo Bk 16.1.11; Arrian Bk VII. 19.4. 

12 Theophrastus: information from Meiggs 1998: 118. 

13 See De Graeve 1981: 94-6; Powell 1992: 115-6; Meiggs 1998: 62. 

14 Moorey 1994: 360. 

15 Pedersen 2004: 231. 

16 Genesis 6.14. 

17 Cleuziou & Tosi 1994: 745-62. 



114 



CHAPTER FOUR 



Navigating on the river and the sea 

Mesopotamia, situated as it is between two rivers, the Euphrates and 
Tigris, like Egypt with its Nile, is dependent entirely upon irrigation. 
The flow of water is regulated by a network of canals, which irrigate 
the soil and form waterways for boats to carry passengers and freight. 
Navigating on the rivers could be difficult as there were several limiting 
factors the river craft were exposed to: the northern region tends to be 
rocky with areas of shallow waters and the northern prevailing wind 
blows in the same direction as the current flows. In contrast the naviga- 
tor on the Nile does not share the same experience because, although 
the prevailing wind comes from the north, it blows against the current; 18 
navigation, therefore, was comparatively easy either way, whereas in the 
Tigris and Euphrates, sailing upstream was difficult; sometimes vessels 
had to be towed along the bank by animals or men. 

All along the Arabian shores, the shallow waters and sandbanks 
could have been reached by the most primitive craft. Sailing down the 
Northern Persian Gulf probably meant hugging the coast, primarily 
because of sweet-water sources and sheltered harbour facilities, such as 
Failaka Island (off Kuwait), 19 Tarut Island (off Qatif ) abundant in date 
gardens, 20 Bahrain Island famous for its fresh water, pearl industry and 
dates 21 and Umm al-Nar the best anchorage for vessels southbound. 22 
Southwards, therefore, was completely straightforward. But the return 
journey, facing the prevailing winds from the north and north-west, 
must have been difficult. Sailing close to the coast was slow and ardu- 
ous for a boat not able to bear to windward. This remains speculative 
because very little is known about the early period. It is possible that 
oars were used, though with much difficulty, against the wind. 23 1 men- 
tioned in Chapter 2 that a cuneiform text of Sargon (3rd millennium 



18 Casson 1994: 13. 

19 Bibby 1984: 215. 

20 Ibid., 330. 

21 Kramer 1963: 381. 

22 During Caspers 1970: 207. 

23 Written evidence from classical sources fails to olfer any information on the subject 
of sailing in the Persian Gulf. Arrian Lucius flavins Anianusi reports that Alexander 
the Great (356-323 BCE) sent Arclnas on a thirty-oar galley to reconnoitre the coast 
of the Persian Gulf; we are told that he did not venture beyond Tylos (i.e. Bahrain), 
while Androsthenes got further south of the Arabian Peninsula. There is no mention 
that they got ba( k. A third galley which was supposed to circumnavigate the whole 
of the Arabian Peninsula also failed half way through but this one, we are informed, 
turned back, Arrian Bk VII. 20-1. 
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BCE), reports of ships from Dilmun, Magan and Meluhha docking at 
the quay of Akkad (probably near modern Baghdad). 24 It also tells of 
two Akkadian kings, Manishtusu (2269-2255 BCE) and Naram-Sin 
(2254-2218 BCE), who conquered Magan and had their ships loaded 
with black stone and brought to Akkad. 25 These texts suggest navigation 
northward was possible, which raises the question of how they did it. 
One possible explanation could be if the monsoon extended as far as 
the north in Arabia, then an Early Bronze Age ship would be able to 
navigate northwards easily because of a south-easterly prevailing wind, 
rather than the north-westerly one finds today. 

Pictorial representations show that boats were often propelled by 
punting poles, which seamen used by moving from bow to stern. Punting 
poles were made of qasab (Phragmites communis) which grow in abundance 
today in the reed beds of the marshes of Mesopotamia as they would 
have in antiquity 26 Paddles operated canoes and oars were widely used 
too. From figures seen on bas-relief, De Graeve remarked that there 
were two categories of rowers: "fac[ing] the stern and pull[ing] with 
[one's] legs and back" and "standing] upright, facing the prow and 
letting [one's] weight fall forward over the oars". 27 Large boats, as I shall 
show later, were sometimes rigged and had a great oar at the stern. 



Primitive watercraft 

As I discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the possibility of continu- 
ity in the design of primitive craft and their modern day counterparts 
is intriguing. In order to show such a link we need to look in more 
detail at the construction features of contemporary primitive boats and 
compare them with those of antiquity as depicted in artistic representa- 
tions, boat models and the finds of recent excavations. 

What did the earliest vessels look like and how did people handle 
them? The answer to both questions may be found in some of the craft 



24 Frayne 1993: 28. 

25 Ibid., 75-6, 97, 100, 117. 

- 1 lie ( ircck gcogruphri Sirabo in the 1st century CE reports on the many reed-beds 
supplying reeds "from which all kinds of reed-vessels are woven", Strabo Bk 16.1.9. 

27 De Graeve 1981: 158 9. The method of rowing standing up is found today in 
several countries; Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) noted this practice in 
Ubulla (1958-2000, II: 281); an illustration in al-Harrrfs Maqamat (The Assemblies) we 
find a gondola-shaped boat with three sailors rowing standing up, see al-Ramhurmuzi 
1883-1886: 166-7. 
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Illustration 1 5 Crossing the River Nile on two bundles of reeds 
(after Denon 1825: 124, pi. XCIII) 



used in contemporary times. At first it might have been a waterskin or 
a single log which one could pilot across the stream, then two logs or 
two bundles of reeds tied together to cross from one spot to another 
(illustration 15). It would not have taken long for man to realise that a 
raft composed of several logs or bundles of reeds tied together could 
carry a number of people, animals and cargo. Dugouts made from 
the trunk of a tree and coracles and canoes made of reeds are a step 
forward in the advance of the technology of boatbuilding. 



Waterskins 

Until fairly recent times, inflated waterskins (s qirba, pi qirab or qirbdt) 
were used by Omani fishermen on the Southern Arabian coast, Bah- 
rain and Iraq. 28 The skins were prepared and tanned, then tied with 
an osier string or some other form. Similar craft to these with a man 



28 Ritter (1919: 136, pi. 43) photographed an Iraqi on a waterskin crossing the 
Euphrates in 1917. 
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lying on his chest, paddling with the feet, is clearly represented on 
the Assyrian palace reliefs from the reign of king Ashurnasirpal II 
(c. 883-858 BCE) to Ashurbanipal (669-633 BCE). 29 One can see 
soldiers on the bas-reliefs, on animal skins, swimming across rivers 
(illustration 16). Occasionally, fishermen tied two or more waterskins 
to a piece of wood on which they sat; this ancient technique was used 
off the coast opposite the Kuria Maria islands on the southern coast 
of Oman way into the 1950s. 30 Jannaba fishermen swam on inflated 
sheepskins, LeBaron Bowen Jr. noted, to fish for sharks, the fins and 
tails being sold to Muscat. 31 It was because of their poverty that these 
fishermen used inflated skins. Haines, however, thinks that they have 
lasted for such a long time because they are actually safer than any 
other type of craft, particularly with heavy surf. 32 




Illustration 1 6 Relief from the reign of Ashurbanipal: inflating skins 
(bottom) and Assyrians crossing the river (top), Kuyunjik, SW palace 
(after De Graeve 1981: pi. XXVI, no. 59) 



29 De Graeve 1981: 80-1. 

30 Oman: A Seafaring Motion 1979: 153. 
:il LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1952: 188. 

32 Haines 1847: 141. 
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Rafts 

The concept of floating on a boat-like raft of branches or logs is one 
of the earliest form of invention and still used in several parts of the 
world. Mesopotamians came up with the idea of devising buoyed rafts 
supported by inflated animal skins, ideal for rivers with rapids. However, 
navigating on buoyed rafts was hazardous because of the strong currents 
and the several rapids in the upper and middle part of the Tigris and 
the Euphrates, which meant that the rafts had to be let to float down- 
stream with the current. It did not matter if a few of the skins were 
punctured by sharp rocks as navigators were still able to make their way 
down the stream relatively smoothly on the buoyed rafts. The Assyrians 
used this method 33 as illustrated in bas-reliefs. 

There is a type of raft called a tawf (pi atwaf), recorded by the 
lexicographer Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1311-2), which was used to carry 
food supplies and ferry people across the river. 34 Citing al-Azhari 
(d. 370/981), he explains that it was constructed of 

canes and pieces of wood bound together, one upon another; then bound 
with ropes of palm-tree fibre in order to ensure from falling apart. 35 

[ min al q < i < / / inn i 

qumut hattayu'man inluldluha\?" 

Camels were transported on this craft; how many depended on "its 
strength and its thickness". 37 We find the use of the tawf in Iraq in 
the early twentieth century: al-Dujayll describes a large type made of 
"rough logs bound together with no skins, 10 metres [32.8 ft] wide, 
15 metres [49.21 ft] long. . ."; 38 it made regular trips from Baghdad to 
Basra, carrying earthenware jars, small jugs of clay or tin and grain. 
The word is traced by the lexicographer al-Jawallqi (d. 539/1144) to 
Persian; 39 though western philologists think it is more likely to have a 
Semitic origin (Arabic, Aramaic or Judeo-Aramaic). 40 Another medieval 



33 XenophonBk 1.15.10. 

34 Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2723; see also Ibn Slda 1893-190:!. X: 29 on the authority 
of Ibn Durayd, 1987, II: 921. 

35 Lane 1984, II: 1893 with my amendments. 

36 Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2723. 

37 Lane 1984, II: 1893. 

38 Al-Dujayll 1912b: 152. 
3 " Al-Jawallqi 1807: 95. 

40 Steingass 1977: 822; Fraenkel 1962: 220. 
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raft called 'imama (pi 'ama'im) was constructed of logs and used both 
on sea and river; 41 a smaller version of this, the 'ama (pi 'dm, 'amat 
or 'um), was made "of twigs from trees"; 42 either nomenclature looks 
genuinely Arabic but Fraenkel claims it has an Aramaic or Judeo- 
Aramaic origin. 43 

Other types are the kelek and ramath, which are historically important 
to the understanding of the use of rafts in the river and sea. The kelek 
(pi aklak or kelekdt) is made from bundles of bulrushes with the forward 
end turned up to form the prow; 44 it is light to sail easily on the water; 
the larger type is made of strong reeds that grow in the marshes or 
wood. iieM-builders used inflated goatskins or sheepskins to support 
the reeds and to offer buoyancy. An ordinary kelek, reports Chesney in 
1850, was from 16 to 18 feet (4.8 to 5.4 m) long and 14 to 16 feet (4.2 
to 4.8 m) wide, but there were larger ones 30 to 40 feet (9. 1 to 12. 1 m) 
long, supported by 50 skins and some would require 300 skins. A cargo- 
kelek would carry its goods from Mosul to Baghdad. 45 The kelek-men 
propelled it by a pole down the river with the current until it reached 
the south; there, they unloaded their cargo, dismantled the raft and sold 
its parts. As the boatman experienced difficulties upstream, the return 
journey was by land so the sailor then became a camel driver, leading 
his caravan to the port of origin. Therefore, the process of building 
another kelek and sailing down the river started all over again. 46 

The method of constructing a kelek was to lay the frame, which con- 
sisted of planks of (poplar) placed lengthwise and crosswise with bundles 
of reeds laid in between; then the kelek-men inflated animal skins and 
firmly secured the openings by a string made of osier or other twigs; 
finally, they were placed and fixed with ropes to the framework. 47 Some 
200 to 300 waterskins were needed as support for an average raft for 
commercial purposes and 700 to 1,000 skins for an exceptionally large 
one, if passengers were to be ferried (illustration 17). On these keleks 



41 Ibn Sida on the authority of KhaJll b. Ahmad, 1898-1903, X: 29; al-Flmzabadl 
1995: 1029. 

42 Ibn Sida also on the authority of Khalid b. Ahmad, 1898-1903, X: 29; Ibn 
Manzur nd., IV: 2842. 

4:i Fraenkel 1962: 220. 

44 Thesiger 1967: 127-8, see also pi. 46-9. 

15 Chesney 1850, II: 635. 

46 Contenau 1964: 46. 

47 See Place 1867-1870, II: 134-42; Ritter 1919: 141-3, pi. 36-42; Dozy 1967, II: 
485; De Graeve 1981: 83. 



120 



CHAPTER FOUR 




Illustration 17 A kelek down the Tigris River (pencil and watercolour by 
Frederick C. Cooper [d. after 1868], Searlight Collection courtesy of the 
Victoria & Albert Museum) 



very often a hut or two was erected. 48 Voyaging on a kelek could have 
been difficult in times of dreadful weather and a skilful seaman would 
be needed to sail the craft at a steady pace through the rapids and 
currents. The coastal South Arabian tribes also adopted such inflated 
rafts, which had been in use in Mesopotamia from antiquity and until 
fairly recent times in Iraq. 49 

There is no record of a kelek in the Classical Arabic lexica despite 
its usage in the medieval period. It is known in Persian as kalak "a raft 
made of reeds" 50 though the word has a long history. It is traced to 
Aramaic, 51 and Akkadian kahikku or kulakee/ 1 and the earliest record 
goes back to the Sargonic period (3rd millennium BCE), 53 loaned from 
Sumerian ka-ld (< fa- Id). 

The ramath (pi armdth or rimdth) is a raft-type still in use today. His- 
torically, the word occurs in a pre-Islamic ode (qasidd) of Abu Sakhr 



48 See Ritter 1919: pi. 38; Budge 1920, II: 86. 

49 Hartmann 1909, II: 469, fn. 2; Periplus 1912: 27. 

50 Shir 1980: 137. 

51 Fraenkel 1962: 220; Shir 1980: 137, 

52 Von Soden 1959-1981, I: 423. 

53 De Graeve 1981: 82-3. 
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al-Hudhall (ndd); the poet longs for his love and wishes they are together 
out at sea: 

... in my love for ' Ulayya, I wished that 

we were on board a raft on the sea, without wealth 

[. . . tamannaytu nun luiblri I laryata armaria 

'aid ramathin fi l-bahri laysa land wqfru] , 54 

Then I found its mention in a Hadlth (sayings and deeds of the Prophet) 
where it is reported that a man came to the Prophet asking him: 

[If] we embark on our rafts and we have no water, do we make ablu- 
tions with sea-water? 

[innd narkab armdthan land fi l-bahr wa-ld ma' ma'and 'a fa-natawadda' bi-md' 
al-bahr?] 55 

to which the answer was that not only can one make ablutions with 
sea-water before prayer but that you may eat of the fish therein. Ibn 
Sida (d. 458/1066) in his lexicon simply defines a ramath as "pieces of 
wood put together upon which one embarks on the sea". 56 There is no 
mention of it anywhere until the nineteenth century; the Swiss traveler 
Johann Ludwig Burckhardt (d. 1817), writes that he sailed in Nubia 
on "a small raft of reeds" called ramus-? 1 He said it was constructed of 
"[four] trunks of date-trees, tied loosely together". 58 

In the early part of the twentieth century, Samuel Barrett Miles writes 
that he saw Socotrans sailing to Muscat on this fishing craft made of 
"three logs about six feet [1.82 m] long, the central one being the longest 
propelled by a double paddle". ' 9 The sea voyage of Socotran fishermen, 
from the island to Muscat, took some ten to twelve days, less perhaps 
in favourable winds. It proves that such voyages along the coast were 
possible as Arabians were familiar with the monsoonal winds. 60 The 
ramath survived in Socotra until the 1960s. Alan Moore too, in 1925, 
saw at Massawa on the Eritrean coast, a three to four log-raft with 



54 Montgomery 1997: 195. 

55 Al-Zabidi 1969, V: 265. 

56 Ibn Sida on the authority of Abu 'Ubayd, 1898-1903, X: 29. 

57 Burckhardt 1922: 314. 

58 Ibid., 47. 

59 Miles 1994: 414. 

60 The story of a daring voyage on board the Km i -Tiki built by Thor Heyerdahl and 
his party has proven that a primitive raft could cross long distances, such as in his case, 
from South America to the Polynesian Islands, see Heyerdahl 1950. 
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double-round bladed paddles, 61 sturdy enough to carry people, animals 
and cargo. Its survival in Socotra does indicate an unbroken link with 
antiquity LeBaron Bowen's view is that the Arabian raft could be of 
Indian origin; 62 a claim based on the similarity that exists with the South 
Indian kattumaram (Malabarian and Sri Lankan). Physical evidence of 
a long tradition of building kattumaram?, is not conclusive proof that 
such craft were imported to the Southern Arabia coast and the Red 
Sea because primitive craft may have developed independently of any 
similar type. 63 Even so, the name is traced back to Demotic /r.m.s./, a 
"barque or raft" 64 and it occurs in Hieratic writing. It is also a cognate 
of Ethiopic; it appears in Kebra-Nagast 65 and in Somalia it is known as 
rdmsi, ramds, ramdsh and ramish which stands for "a fishing raft-boat". 66 
All this suggests that the raft journeyed from Ethiopia and Somalia to 
Yemen and the Southern Arabian coast. 

Finally, the raft-type, the madarata, recorded in the Periplus, which is 
said to have been employed by Arabian mariners: 67 It has often been 
argued that the name is Greek |ia5apdxe, "a kind of boat". 6 " However, 
the word seems to be of Semitic origin, from the root /'.b.r./ "to cross". 
The clue for this is the Babylonian mabbara (< ma 'bara i.e. "crossing 
boat"), 69 and its Arabic cognate mi'bar (pi ma'abir) meaning "raft" or 
"ferryboat", a term which occurs in the ode of the pre -Islamic poet 
al-Nabigha (fl. 6th century CE). 70 There may be a phonological connec- 
tion with the Greek counterpart madara(ta): firstly, the term is preceded 
by /m(a)/, a prefix that applies in Arabic to an object describing a 
function (e.g. markab "a ship" < rakiba "to board [a ship]"); secondly, 
the Babylonian /b/ became Greek /d/, and finally, /r/ is common 
in both. Whatever the case, the Babylonian and Greek terms do not 
provide us with any clue as to what the raft was made of. 



61 Moore 1925: 138. 

62 LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1952: 192-3. 

63 On primitive craft (in particular the ramath) in Arabia see Moore 1925: 138; for 
Massawa see Eric Kentley's and Stone's observations for Tihama, 1985: 126-7 and 
fn. 112; see also my discussion in Agius 2002: 130. 

64 Kindermann 1934: 33. 

65 Ibid., 32. 

66 Ibid.; also known in the Shuwa dialect of Borum, Nigeria as ramus and ramus 
(ibid.). 

67 Periplus 1989: 73 [36]. 

68 See Liddell & Scott 1953: 1071. 

69 Patai 1998: 45. 

7(1 De Goeje 1879: 295. Ibn Slda and Ibn Manzur define mi'bar as a ferryboat, see 
Ibn Slda on the authority of Abu 'Ubayd, 1898-1903, X: 26; Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 
2782. 
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Dugout canoes 

The dugouts in the Indian Ocean are still in use today. When people 
in antiquity used logs to cross from one place to another, the next 
obvious step would have been to take the trunk of a tree and hollow 
it out. The trunk of a heavy tree was carved out with a crude stone 
knife or axe: the men would then plug up both ends of the hollow 
trunk with some form of boarding. Today, two well-known types, the 
hurt (pi hawart) and balam (pi ablam), are used for local fishing and to 
transport people in ports and anchorages; also seafarers use dugout 
canoes to ferry them to and from the dhows anchored at the port. They 
are sturdy and seaworthy. 

The best known hurt is from the Malabar coast, made from mango- 
wood (Mangifera indicd). In Southeast Oman the hollowed-out type, called 
hurt hafar (lit. open-hulled hurt), is as long as 40 feet (about 12 m). 71 As 
hum can easily capsize, Omanis use stone or gravel as ballast for sta- 
bility. Paddles are used instead of oars. If the dugout hurl serves as a 
fishing boat, ribs are added to the hull and the prow and gunwale are 
strengthened; this is called the huri manshur (lit. built hurt) (illustrations 
18 & 19). The hull is smeared with fish oil. It is clear that such exten- 
sions, as Landstrom explains, are the result of early man's concept of 
an advanced technique in boatbuilding. 72 A short mast carrying a small 
lateen-settee sail is fixed and a rudder is hung to the curved stern by 
gudgeon and pintle. When not in use, it is hauled out of the water on 
to the beach. The passenger or fishing hurt can carry 3 to 4 men. As 
to the origin of the name hurt, it comes from Hindi hort and ultimately 
from Sanskrit hodaP 

The balam (pi ablam) is another dugout type, round bottomed, which 
has been around for centuries in the Indian Ocean. It comes from 
Mumbai and the Malabar coast where it is also made from mango 
tree trunks though sometimes from other more durable trees. 74 Like 
the hurts,, the balam?, are punted or sailed. The punting pole is made 
of bamboo and its length can vary from 4 to 5 feet (1.2 to 1.5 m). In 
addition to the Arabic usage of the term, we have the Persian belem. It 



71 Hornell 1920: 148. 

72 Landstrom 1961: 11. 

73 Glidden 1942: 72; note Ur hod Z T (Badger 1889: 824); Soq hori (Vollers 1896: 651); 
also note the plural for Meh howdrit and Had hawdriye (Jahn 1902: 272). 

74 For example the ( / I cha Adina caordifolia and 
Termmalm, see Hornell 1942: 31. 
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Illustrations 18 & 19 Dugout hurts in Raisut, Southern Arabian coast, 
Oman 1996 (photos author) 



is possible that the origin of the name lies in the Indian nomenclature 
(Hin *valam), according to al-Dujayll, 75 perhaps related to the Tamil 
Nadu vallam or Dravidian. 76 The Greek historians Herodotus (d. c. 425 
or 420 BCE) and Thucydides (d. c. 400 BCE) record a ship-term called 
%koio\ (ploion) "floating vessel" 77 but whether there is any link with the 
Mesopotamian and Indian usage is difficult to say even though it can be 
argued that the initial and final sounds of the Indian and Greek terms 
are similar: pairs of contrastive sounds of a common linguistic family 
(Indian and Greek being Indo-European) may become interchangeable; 
thus the initial Nl of Indian *valam becomes the initial /p/ of Greek 
nXo'iov and the final Indian /m/ is rendered in Greek /n/. 



Reed canoes 

The reed canoes of the Marshes of Southern Iraq are a link with the 
past in terms of their continuity of use, environment and the method 



75 Al-Dujayll 1912a: 97. 

76 Hornell 1942: 33-4. 

77 Liddell & Scott 1953: 1422. 
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applied to build them. An example is the simple form of a reed boat 
of the Sumerian type found relatively recently in Lower Iraq, called 
the chalabiyya (pi chalabiyyat), 8 to 10 feet (2.43 to 3.04 m) long, "tied 
together at the ends so that it looks like a cigar". 715 The palm-tree fibre 
beach canoe, wariyya (pi wariyyat) of Iraq, Kuwait and Bahrain is but 
another version of the reed boat of the Sumerian ancestor which could 
be found until relatively recent times in the 1980s. 79 It was some 10 feet 
(3.04 m) long and made from bundles of palm-leaf stems, which are 
an alternative to reeds as these were not available. For example, in Iraq 
the wariyya is made of reed bundles and fitted out with wooden thwarts. 
The bottom of the Gulf wariyya is usually packed with the bulbous end 
of palm stalks called karab to offer buoyancy while the Iraqi craft has 
no karab and therefore could not maintain the buoyancy required to 
keep it afloat; thus, unlike the Gulf type, it was sinkable. These craft 
have survived for many centuries because they were practical, flexible 
and easy to build. 

Regarding their nomenclature, there are two names that occur in 
classical (early medieval) sources which seem to be phonologically identi- 
cal to their contemporary counterparts: one is listed by al-MuqaddasI, 
walajiyya m and the other, w.r.hiyya by Abu 1-Qasim al-Baghdadl, both 
of the 4th/ 10th century. 81 In the Failaki dialect the use of the name 
warjiyya® 2 is close to al-Muqaddasl's walajiyya (the sounds Ixl and /l/ are 
liquids and they are interchangeable) and the second modern Failaki 
usage is wahriyya, almost identical to Abu 1-Qasim's w.r.hiyya (the switch- 
ing of the letter / r/ with /h/ a metathesis feature, could be a copyist 
error). Hypothetically, this is correct but whether the classical names 
can be proven to be the prototype and ancestor of the present Failaki 
and Bahraini beach canoe is a different story. 

A beach canoe with a similar design, is called by the Omanis, shasha 
(pi shashat or shush). They are still being built in the Al Batinah region 
(Northeast Oman) and are used by fishermen. Like the sister-wariyya, 
the shasha is made from date palm-leaf spines and bound together 
with coir; the longest can measure about 10 feet (3.04 m) long. I have 



78 LeBaron Bowenjr. 1952: 196, see fig 3; see also Thesiger 1954: 272-81. 

79 Other names attached to this craft are: wahriyya, warjiyya, huriyya and liuicayrma, 
see Agius 2002: 126-7. 

80 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32. 

81 De Goeje 1879: 231. 

82 Agius 2002: 128. 



126 



CHAPTER FOUR 



spoken to a number of shdsha-buHders and I report here some of its 
construction features: 83 The palm stems (jarid) are stripped off, soaked 
in sea water for from four to thirty days depending on the seasonal 
weather; then the soft and pliable palm fronds are sewn together and 
curved by a knife ready for use; holes are then bored in each frond and 
stitched by a palm-fibre thread thus tightening the palm fronds. One 
technique was the use of palm-fibre pins {shjdyech; s shdcheh) which the 
beach canoe-men pierced through the stalks and then tied together with 
string" 4 The first bundle forms the keel and then the sides to build the 
gunwale; pieces of sidir-wood strengthen the hull on either side, and 
are extended to form a bow and stern. At the end, palm-stem butts 
(or polystyrene) are placed at the bottom to ensure stability; a layer of 
palm fronds are stitched together to form the deck. The shdshas cope 
well with surfing and with rough weather because of the flexibility of 
their construction. One beach canoe carries up to two people and is 
propelled by one or two oars, having angular, cricket-bat or rectangular 
shaped-blades. The shdshas require no waterproofing, although fish oil 
is sometimes applied, probably as a preservative. They are left to dry 
on the beach as frequently as possible because the palm fronds get 
waterlogged. Shdshas, like their sister beach canoes, the wdriyjas, have 
a short lifetime, maybe one or two years if they are solidly built, so 
why then did the concept of a shdsha last for so many centuries? The 
answer lies in its simplicity: to construct one is straightforward and it 
takes roughly one day; it is light and easy to launch. It is very economi- 
cal; it costs practically nothing and it is made from one tree; all locally 
available resources (illustrations 20 & 21). 



Wooden canoes 

Once the concept of adding planks to the dugout was conceived, we 
see the development of a wooden ship; examples of this technological 
advancement can be seen in Mesopotamian Bronze Age types. 85 

My search for this link with the past takes me to the Marshes of 
Southern Iraq, lying astride the Tigris, from Qu rna in the south to Kut 
al-Amara in the north; there one still finds different types of canoes used 



83 Ibid., 121-5. 
81 Ibid., 125-6. 
85 De Graeve 1981: 99. 
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Illustrations 20 & 21 Shaslum made from date palm-leaf spines bound 
together at Harat al-Sheikh and Umm Aljariz, Northeast Oman 1996 
(photos author) 



for fishing and hunting, generally callt ' I utislilii pi masi , though 
in the past decade their numbers have drastically dwindled because of 
the drainage schemes of the Marshlands since the 1970s 87 (illustration 
22). Each type varies according to the region; these canoes are swift and 
so light that sometimes they can overturn with the lightest movement. 
The smallest type called matawr (pi matdwir) is made of reeds or wood 
but the larger type, the tarrada (pi tarradai) is always made of wood; all 
the planks are coverd with bitumen. 8 " Their builders use the simplest 
tools: a saw, an adze and a bow drill. The tarrada is carvel-built from 
Iraqi mulberry wood and imported wood from Malaysia and Indo- 
nesia; 89 it is slim and flat-bottomed, some 35 feet (10.66 m) long and 
3.5 feet (1.06 m) wide; 90 its high curved slender prow and stern rises 
5 feet (1.52 m) above the water. Gavin Maxwell, who accompanied 



86 Thesiger 1967: 37; see also Ritter 1919: 138; Carter 1973: 22. 

87 A statement (14 August 2001) released by Klaus Topfer of the United Nations 
Environment Programme reports that a massive drainage of water took place in the 
early 1990s, after the Gulf war with Kuwait. Consequently, 40,000 Marsh Arabs were 
then living in refugee camps. Klaus Topfer concludes: "a 5,000-year old culture, heir 
to the ancient Sumerians and Babylonians, is in serious jeopardy of coming to an 

88 Heyerdahl 1982: 21, 26; Young 1989: 26-7. Layard calls them the "black boats", 
because they are covered with bitumen, see Hornell 1946c: 578. 

89 Young 1989: 26. 

90 Falih bin Majid built one tarrada for Thesiger in 1951 which was 36 feet (10.9 m) 
long. 
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Illustration 22 The mashhuf. a general boat-type used for fishing and hunt- 
ing (after Haji Rikkian 1927: 94) 



the explorer Wilfred Thesiger (d. 2003) to the marshlands, remarks 
how these prows enabled the tarradas to "force their way through the 
reed beds", 91 a very important feature, as other canoes get stuck when 
advancing through this type of passage. Like his predecessors, Gavin 
Young, another traveller, observed, how the lifestyle of the Marsh Arabs 
(the Ma' dan) had remained virtually unchanged from their ancestors, the 
Ancient Sumerians. 92 Some of the fine-shaped tarradas were described 
by him as the "war canoes of the sheikhs" (illustration 23). He does 
not say why he called them so, but it reminded me of the description 
of war canoes that were used in the same region by the black slaves 
against the 'Abbasid caliphal army in the third/ninth century (see 
Chapter 12). These could perhaps have been the proto-type of the 
present tarrada or mashhuf. 

The answer to my quest for ancient models can possibly be found 
inside the Sumerian graves. One can see similarities which are quite 
apparent, between the present mashhuf and Old Babylonian vessels 
represented on terra-cotta plaques; the latter shows small, open-ended 
boats with upturned ends. These Sumerian vessels could have been 
constructed of light wood but because they are coated with bitumen, it is 



Maxwell 198(1: 27. 
Young 1989: 26. 
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Illustration 23 The fine-shaped tarrada (after Protheroe nd.: 8) 



difficult to know for certain whether they are reed or wood-planked. The 
paddler is often shown sitting but sometimes standing up and punting, 
probably due to shallow water; 93 similar postures to those used today 
on tarradas. A good example of these positions is found in a Jamdat 
Nasr seal representing a hunting scene in the Marshes. 94 

The coracle 

Another ancient type of boat is the coracle. Two types have been known 
in Iraq till modern times: the rectangular za'ima and the circular quffa. 
The za'ima (pi za'ayini), c. 10 feet (3.04 m) long and 2 feet (0.60 m) 
wide, is made of reeds (qasab) and the outside is finished with a layer 
of bitumen. Wilfred Thesiger gave some account of its construction: 
the za'ima-man ties bundles of five to six reeds to form the keel; the 



93 De Graeve 1981: 107 pi. 1-4, 108. 

94 Ibid., pi. 123. 
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ends are bent upwards; he then bends five long reeds into the shape 
of a U which he fastens to the middle of the keel itself and continues 
to do so until he builds the sides and ends of the hull; slender (willow) 
sticks form the ribs and a number of reeds are fastened to cover the 
ribs; stiff sticks are finally wedged across as thwarts. When the za'ima is 
ready, a coat of bitumen covers the outside. The za 'una would not last 
more than a year as the bitumen could not be replaced. 9 ' 

The Iraqi quffa or guffa (pi quffat or guffat) is another example of a 
long-standing technique of making circular coracles which goes back to 
antiquity. It is strikingly similar to the boats of a circular shape found 
on Assyrian reliefs in the reigns of Ashurnasirpal (c. 883-859 BCE), 
Sannacherib (705-681 BCE) and Ashurbanipal (669-626 BCE) (illustra- 
tion 24). The name is traced to Akkadian quppu meaning "basket". 96 It 
is a typical craft of the Tigris and the Lower Euphrates, particularly 
in the neighbourhood of Baghdad; one could see them around till the 
1970s. 97 It is a basket-boat which does not sail well against the current 
as it spins around in the water, but is quite safe. It consists of a spiral 
of reeds bundled and woven together in a techique called "coiled bas- 
ketry". 98 The reeds are woven together with a palm fibre rope and the 
basket is reinforced by an inner structure. 99 Normally, two quffa-huAders 
are needed, one for the inside and the other for the outside, as one 
passes the cord through the wall of the basket while the other tightens 
the cord and so on. When completed, the <7z/$s-builders smear the ves- 
sel with bitumen. 100 Bitumen is brought from Hit on the Euphrates, a 
well-known place for this mineral since early times. Larger quffa% are 
coated on the outside with a mixture of hard and liquid bitumen, which 
makes the craft "stronger and safer to use". 101 A number of cowries 
and blue beads are stuck into the bitumen on the side of the gunwale 
to ward off the evil eye 102 (illustration 25). 



95 Thesiger 1967: 128; pi. 45. 

% Von Soden 1959-1981, II: 928. 

97 Personal communication (22 April 2002) from Hussein Abdul-Raof. 

98 De Graeve 1981: 85. 

99 Not all quffas were made of reeds, some were constructed of "pomegranate 
branches laced together with ropes"; from the diaries of Louisa Jebb, By Desert Ways 
to Baghdad (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, nd.), p. 278. 

100 Hornell (1938: 153-9) describes in detail the method of constructing a modern 
quffa. 

101 De Graeve 1981: 86. 

102 Hornell 1938: 155. 
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Illustration 25 Two Iraqis in a quffa (pencil and watercolour by Arthur 
Trevor Haddon [1864-1941] Searlight Collection, courtesy of the Victoria 
& Albert Museum) 
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Some of the quffas are from 10 to 15 feet (3.04 to 4.57 m) in diameter 
(from gunwale to gunwale) and some are even larger, 8 feet (5.5 m) with 
a depth of 3 to 4 feet (0.91 to 1.21 m), carrying cargo from 3 to 7 tons. 
One or two men propelled the coracle by oar, standing up. Normally, it 
could carry 4 to 5 persons but up to 20 passengers or more if it were 
larger, including at times a camel. 103 F. R. Chesney on his visit to Iraq 
in 1850 noted, though rare at the time, that sometimes the quffa was 
covered with leather which was used to keep the water out. 104 Leather 
is said to have been used in the fifth century BCE. Herodotus (d. c. 
425 or 420 BCE), who visited Babylon, writes that these coracles were 
made of hide: 

. . . they cut ribs of osiers to make the frames and then stretch watertight 
skins taut on the under side for the body of the craft. . . , 105 

There is certainly a resemblance of the boats on the Assyrian reliefs 
to the modern Iraqi craft and De Graeve asks whether the Assyrian 
coracles are the prototypes of the quffa? 106 As I have shown with other 
craft, these primitive boats have survived because they could be made 
from locally sourced materials, so were cheap to build and, crucially, 
they worked; it is more than likely, therefore, that the quffa is a true 
relic of the past. Interestingly, coracle boats crop up in other parts of 
the world (such as China and India, and even Britain) with the same 
basic construction, 107 so they are not unique to Mesopotamia. 



Bundled-reed wooden vessels 

The sailboat could already have been around in ancient Sumer c. 4000 
BCE. 108 How successful these early ocean-going ships were with the open 



103 Personal communication :22 April 2002) from Hussein Abdul-Raof. 

104 Chesney 1850, II: 639. 

105 Herodotus Bk 1.194. 

106 De Graeve 1981: 87. 

107 Hornell 1933: 158-9; Needham 2000, I\; iii: 384-6. 

108 Recent excavations show that by 3000 BCE a Sumer (non-Semitic) civilization 
flourished in the southern part of ancient Mesopotamia. Excavated artefacts which 
include pottery, jewelry and weapons point to sophisticated skills lor using tools. With 
the recovery of numerous cuneiform (wedge-shaped) clay tablets it was possible to 
reconstruct the administrative, religious and work networks of the Sumerians. They 
describe a well-organized communal life, mainly agricultural; they built canals and 
developed effective systems of irrigation, see Kramer 1963; Crawford 1991. Other 
sources of information come from a corpus of clay tablets in Southern Mesopotamia 
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sea is not known but when in 1977, Thor Heyerdahl (d. 2002) built the 
bundled-reed ship Tigris, 109 his ambition was to prove that such a craft 
could have sailed beyond the Mesopotamian rivers. Heyerdahl sailed 
with his reed-ship down the Shatt al Arab to the Gulf of Oman, across 
the Indian Ocean to Karachi, from where he crossed westbound to 
Djibouti in Somalia, a journey of 4,200 miles (6,759 km). The voyage 
was made using primitive methods of navigation. The construction 
of these large bundled-reed vessels like Thor Heyerdahl's Tigris, con- 
firms that such craft were viable but would not exclude, rightly argues 
Bendt Alster, that wooden ships already existed in the third and second 
millennia BCE and had sailed the Persian Gulf. 110 Early Bronze Age 
textual and iconographic representations show that bundled-reed and 
wooden vessels were in use simultaneously. 111 Probably, some boats were 
a hybrid of materials used. 

Chesney in an expedition to the Euphrates in 1835 observed how 
the whole framework of reed boats is reinforced with "strong poles or 
stems of small trees as tie beams or thwarts". 112 From the way reed-built 
homes (mudif) of the Southern Marsh Arabs (Ma'dan) of Iraq were 
constructed, it is possible that bundled-reed boats were also strengthened 
with wooden beams and that perhaps frames and stringers were added 
for the same reason. 113 

Boat models recovered in a number of places offer a base for under- 
standing different types of river craft and ocean-going vessels. 114 Other 
evidence comes from the Failaka and Bahrain circular stamp seals (dat- 
ing from the end of the 3rd and 2nd millennium BCE) which show three 
different types: sickle, angular and pot shapes. 115 The most common 



under the Sargonid dynasty (Sargon II [722-705 BCE], Sennacherib [705-681 BCE], 
Esarhaddon [681-669 BCE], and Ashurbanipal [669-626 BCE]). 

109 Heyerdahl gave a dramatic account of his crossing of the Arabian/Persian Gulf 
and the Indian Ocean in The Tigris Expedition 1982 . but his trip was only possible after 
the second attempt with the boat beating to windward. 

110 Alster 1983: 50. 

111 Landstrom 1961: 14. 

112 Chesney 1868: 78. 

113 Tom Vosmcr, personal communication (4 July 2002). 

114 De Graeve (1981) catalogued and studied 108 representations and boat models 
from Mesopotamia (the Old Babylonian period c. 2000-1600 BCE; the Kassite and 
Middle Assyrian periods c. 1600- 1000 BCE: the Neo-Assyrian period c. 1000-612 BCE; 
the Nec B ib 1 an period c. 612-539 BCE) and Quails (1981) listed and described 403 
representations that appear in seals, models and graffiti of the Bronze Age period. 

115 A detailed study on the Dilmun seals is found in Al-Sindi 1999 (in particular pp. 
15-54); interviewed the author on 23-24 April 1991; see also Kjaerum 1980: 45-53; 

Johnson 1980: 10; Crawford 1998: 15-16. 
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form for a reed boat in the Mesopotamian and Egyptian representa- 
tions is the sickle-shape. A transition in shape is noted when shipwrights 
began to apply timber in the construction of vessels: from the seals it 
is evident that the sickle-shape gave way to an angular-form. 116 The 
angular-form has survived for millennia: one can see it represented in 
medieval iconography and in some craft of modern times too. Reed 
craft would have developed because reeds in Mesopotamia and papyrus 
in Egypt were in such abundance. One could also say that the lack of 
shipbuilding timber in these regions was a contributory factor to reed- 
boat construction. However, how would one explain the preference for 
reed-built craft during the Indus Valley civilization where there was a 
plentiful supply of timber? Perhaps the process of constructing a reed 
boat was a much simpler and easier option. 

Thor Heyerdahl's theory of the preponderance of reed boats cannot 
be proven absolutely, for wooden boats also sailed the Persian Gulf in 
the third and second millennium BCE. There is a long tradition of 
Mesopotamian boats built of wood. 117 From the clay tablets we know 
that Dilmun shipwrights imported wood for their ships; the merchants 
stamped the seals recording such transactions. 118 It can be shown from 
these Dilmun seals that angular and wooden boats were used (illustra- 
tions 26 & 27) and it is possible that they had keels, as the boat model 
from Lothal seems to support this concept. 119 

Archaeology: Reed boat construction and the use of bitumen 

Until the Ras al-Jins (Southeast Oman) discoveries, 120 we had no direct 
information on reed boat structure; iconographical representations and 
boat models proved unhelpful. However, the reconstruction of a 42.6- 



116 Kjaerum 1980: 15-53; idem, 1991: 137-47; Al-Sindi 1999: 15-54. 

117 Alster 1983: 50; see Barnett 1958: 220-30; Johnstone 1980: 10-11. 

118 Leemans 1960: 1 16; Pettinato 1972: 55. These seals were small and button-shaped 
with a picture incised on the smooth surface while on the back you find circles with a 
dot in the middle. The seals were found in Ur, Lothal (in the south of the Indus Val- 
ley), Teppe Yahya (Southeast Iran), Failaka, Qatar, the Emirates. Southern Arabia and 
Bahrain. The Sumerians marked their merchandise with cylindrical seals impressed in 
clay. The Indus Valley seals were rectangular. 

119 Rao 1973: 124. 

120 A joint Italian-French archaeological mission was headed by Maurizio Tosi 
(Universita di Bologna) and Serge Cleuziou (Centre National de la Recherche Scien- 
tifique, Nanterre) between 1985 and 1994, see Cleuziou & Tosi 1994: 750; Vosmer 
1996: 223-42. 
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foot (13 m) proto-reedcraft based on the Ras al-Jins bitumen impressions, 
provided valuable information into construction methodologies: there 
were about 300 fragments of bitumen imprinted with reed, rope and 
mat impressions on one side and barnacles {Balanus amphitrite) on the 
other, dating from between 2300 and 2100 BCE. 121 The intention in 
building the prototype was to provide knowledge on the skills needed in 
its construction, using materials such as reeds (Phragmites australis), rope 
and bitumen. 122 All materials were sought from Oman. The building 
process needed the skills to cut reeds, make ropes, put together bundles 
of reeds (lashing and binding) (illustration 28), prepare timber and finally 
in the mixing of lime and bitumen. Other skills were required to make 
sails (woollen or mats of reeds or date palm leaf). The conclusion drawn 
from this, Tom Vosmer comments, was that Bronze Age shipbuilding 
required "a highly organized social and manufacturing infrastructure", 
and it would be expected that the crew had similar skills for repairing 
the ship when it sailed across the ocean. 123 The boat finally sailed in 
February 2002. One question remains unanswered: whether the reed 
was local or imported from the Meluhha (Indus Valley) region. 



121 Along with the fragments, there were a number of objects unearthed: an Indus 
Valley ivory comb and copper trading seal, various Indian carnelian beads and dozens 
of pieces of ancient Indian pottery. 

122 Vosmer 1996: 223-42; see also De Graeve 1981: 105-6. 
12:i Vosmer 1996: 239. 
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Illustration 28 Tying reed-bundles together (courtesy of Tom Vosmer) 



Further experimentation was conducted by Tom Vosmer, in coor- 
dination with a research team in Ravenna, Italy, by constructing a 
bundled-reed vessel named "Magan boat". 124 The team was inspired by 
the method used by the Marsh Arabs to build their reed houses imudif), 
as mentioned earlier, i.e. proceeding upside down; that is the keel, like 
the roof of the house, is first made with a number of tight bundles of 
reeds (qasab — Phragmites communis) 125 lashed together to form the hull shell 
and then long reeds are shaped in a U form which are passed from 
the middle of the keel to the floor (illustrations 29 & 30). Based on the 
evidence of the bitumen fragments, the team decided to put mats on 
the bundles to protect them from heat and the bitumen from melting. 
It is interesting to note that with Egyptian reed boats it was the custom 
to use clay on the inside rather than applying another coat of bitumen. 
Heat keeps clay dry while bitumen melts and becomes sticky. 126 



124 Under the auspices of the Centro Etnografico della Civilta Palustre in Ravenna 
affiliated with the Department of Archaeology. University of Bologna, the project 
was sponsored by the Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio (Bologna) and the Fondazione 
Flaminia Ravenna. The Magan boat was a 1:20 double-ended model, 42.6-49.2 ft 
(13-15 m) long with a height of 13.12 ft (4 m); a discussion on the building of the 
bundled-reed vessel is found in Vosmer's unpublished thesis 2005: 1 10-32. 

125 A reed that grows in the Marshes as high as 25 feet (7.40 m), see Thesiger 
1967: 205-7. 

126 Patai 1998: 7. 
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Illustrations 29 & 30 (Left) Building the arches for the mudif (after Thesiger 
1967: fig. 88); (right) building the keel of the bundled-reed "Magan boat" at 
Ravenna, 2002 (photo author) 



Textual evidence points to the existence of bitumen-covered reed- 
bundle vessels in the Bronze Age (c. 3000-2000 BCE): an Ur III text 
from Girsu mentions, among other things, the use of vast quantities of 
reeds and bitumen; 127 another Ur III text states that 900 kg of bitumen 
was scraped off a boat. 128 

Coating of reed-boats with bitumen is well-known. The Tell Mashnaqa 
(Northeast Syria) models show what seems to be bitumen coating. 129 
Two large models (from 1-1.5 ft/30.4-38.1 cm to 6 ft/ 12 1.9 cm in 
length) found in Ur were made with bitumen and such models seem 
to appear throughout the Sumerian period. The recent recovery of 22 
bitumen fragments of ocean-going vessels belonging to the Ubaid period 
at Al-Subiyah (Northeast Kuwait) 130 is a significant find. They point to 
a maritime trade as early as the sixth millennium BCE. Among these 
fragments one finds bitumen pieces with reed impressions on one side 



127 Cleuziou & Tosi 1994: 746, 754. 

128 Ibid. From the Ur III cuneiform texts we note that boats had from 10 to 60 gur 
of cargo capacity (c. 2.5 to 15 tonnes':, others up to 300 gur [v. 75 tonnes), see Potts 
1997: 128. 

129 Theusen 2000: 76. 

130 The British Arachaeological Expedition to Kuwait (1998-2003) was directed by 
Harriet Crawford and Robert Carter both of the Institute of Archaeology, University 
College London, see Carter 2002: 13-20. 
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and barnacles on the other. 131 Other finds include a small boat model 
made of fired clay. 132 Interestingly, in Mesopotamia ceramic model boats 
of the Ubaid period were found coated with bitumen. 133 It is possible 
to speculate from the discoveries at Al-Subiyah that the bundled-reed 
vessels were secured with rope or cord and coated with bitumen and 
that the site was used for repair work and maintenance and possibly 
boat-building. 134 

From the experimentation conducted by the Ravenna team, Tom 
Vosmer observed that: a) the impressions left on the bitumen fragments 
could possibly be caulking remains, b) barnacles grown on the outside 
of the fragments could suggest that the bundled-reed boats were ocean- 
going vessels, and c) from the internal side of the fragments one could 
see that the reed bundles were lashed with rope and covered with woven 
mats. 135 The finds, primarily the bitumen fragments, indicate that both 
wooden and reed boats were constructed, or single boats with a hybrid 
structure of reed and single-plank technology. 136 



Sewing techniques of a vessel (c. 2000 BCE): the link with the past 

Written, archaeological and ethnographic evidence reveal some com- 
mon features which are unique to sewn method construction, such 
as the Southern Indian stitched vessels of today 137 the ninth-century 
shipwreck of a sewn ship at Belitung Island, Indonesia 1315 and remnants 
of stitched planks found in Oman 139 (see Chapter 5). The first question 
is where did the sewn technique originate from? The second is how 
was a sewn-planked ship built? Early records of watercraft of the Ur 
III period and the seals from the Dilmun period are void of construc- 
tion technique. However, one Akkadian text, the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
gives some interesting detail about the building of a sewn ship. 140 The 



131 Carter 2002: 22. 

132 Idem 2002/2003: 46. 

133 Quails 1981: 12-3. 

134 Carter 2002/2003: 46; also personal communication (6 July 2002). 
133 Personal communication (Tom Vosmer 6 July 2002). 

136 Vosmer 2001: 235. 

137 Pedersen 2004: 231. 

138 Flecker 1999: 199-217; idem, 2001: 335-54. 

139 Vosmer 1997: 217-235; Agius 2002: 98-9, 111-2. 

140 Pedersen 2004: 231. 
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eleventh tablet of the Gilgamesh epic (c. 2000 BCE) a parallel with the 
biblical tradition, which tells the story of the deluge, 141 illustrates some 
features of the process of constructing a sewn ship and, as Pedersen 
claims, "reinforces the connection between the vulnerable dhow and 
the watercraft of the world's first civilizations". 142 In the Gilgamesh epic 
we find the same progression of the shell-first construction practised in 
the Arabian/Persian Gulf up to recent times, which consists of stitch- 
ing the planks together and then lashing them internally. The second 
stage is plugging stitched holes with wooden pegs or pieces of (coconut) 
fibre as a prevention against leakage. 143 Then comes the process of oil- 
ing the cordage inside the hull. Sealing the cordage inside the hull is 
crucial in order to prevent the rope from rotting; fish oil was generally 
applied. Finally, the waterproofing of the outer hull is important as a 
protection of the wood, particularly the harm caused by the teredo, 
or shipworm. A mixture of lime and oil is smeared by hand on the 
outside, below the waterline, a process often seen on modern Arabian 
dhows: it serves both as a deterrent against the teredo and a sealant. 
The information gathered in the Gilgamesh epic is remarkable in terms 
of its content but also, as Pedersen observed, "the correct order fol- 
lowed by shipwrights". Historically, this is an important document which 
advances our knowledge of the stitching process from the second to the 
third millennium BCE, as well as consolidating our understanding of 
traditional shipbuilding practice from antiquity to present times. 

To sum up, primitive craft, like the kelek, ramath, shdsha and quffa are an 
unbroken link with our ancestors and it is imperative that they are thor- 
oughly documented before they pass from human memory altogether. 
Water and sea craft develop in different ways: they are influenced by 
the land formation, local waters and climate; for their construction they 
depend on availability of materials; the tradition and culture of the 



141 In the Gilgamesh epic we have Utnapishtim who is asked by the gods to build a 
huge vessel (Gilgamesh XI. 56-76) while in the Old Testament it was Noah who had 
the ark built (see Genesis 7:12-9: 17); there are some variations but in both instances 
the mission was to save life from destruction. 

142 Pedersen 2004: 236. 

143 Using a wooden plug to block a leakage of a boat is a very primitive method; 
see also Caspar Balbi's description in his travels to Arabia in the sixteenth century, in 
which he describes how t lie- ship's crew dive into the sea to block holes by a plug with 
horse hairs being sucked in: see CDRAD /Dutch Archives "Travels bv Caspar Balbv 
1579-1588", fol. 40; see also Agius 2005a: 139. 



140 



CHAPTER FOUR 



craftsmanship and the shipbuilders; and, of course, the environment 
in which different boats and ships evolve. One important factor is the 
purpose for which a boat or ship is built: traditional shipbuilding is time 
consuming, the skills needed to use the tools with precision, patience 
and perseverance. 

The marshy region with its reed beds provided the material to build 
not only houses and domestic utilities (i.e. mats, baskets, curtains) but 
also many boats which were made of bundles of reeds, tied together 
with several lashings. These reed boats were largely limited by the 
material and structure while the wooden vessels had the potential for 
development. I also looked at contemporary primitive boats and the 
information they provide as to the early stages of development, which 
involved reshaping them with a number of additions the end-result 
being a shape similar to a constructed wooden boat. Two techniques 
were applied to buiding a boat from scratch: the skeleton and the shell 
method. In the skeleton technique it is required to lay the keel first, 
then the frames are set up, to which the planks are fixed, while the 
shell technique also has the keel first, followed by planks to shape the 
shell of the vessel and then the frames are inserted. The latter method 
was widely applied in antiquity and it is still prevalent in many regions 
of the Indian Ocean. One of the reasons why the shell method lasted 
for such a long time could be explained by the sewing techniques that 
give shape to the ship (see Chapter 5). The Gilgamesh ship, one of 
the earliest records we have, is remarkable because similar features still 
prevail in sewn vessels built in Southern India and also Arabian dhows 
with nail-planking. With these facts in mind, we are now in a position to 
look at some general construction features of the Classical and Medieval 
period of Islam and, where possible, to show by comparison, design 
features that are common with the early vessels of the Bronze Age. 
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CONSTRUCTION FEATURES OF PERSO-ARABIAN AND 
WEST INDIAN SHIPS IN MEDIEVAL ISLAM 

[Thejalbas] are sewn with cord made from qinbdr 1 
Ibnjubayr (d. 614/1217) 

The bundled-reed boats of Bronze Age Mesopotamia, the Indus Val- 
ley and Egypt present similar technological features (i.e. lashed or 
sewn construction) to the Western Indian Ocean craft of the medieval 
period. A number of design features (prior to 16th century CE) are 
characteristic of Indian Ocean ships; for example, if we compare the 
Failaka seals (2nd millennium BCE) with the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) 
illustrations (13th century CE) of al-Harlrl (d. 516/1122), one finds 
striking parallels, particularly the straight stem and sternpost and the 
rake of the ends. Other design features are the double-ended shape, 
the false sternpost or stern fin known as the fashin, the rope-controlled 
system, the framing patterns, the square rig, fore and aft decks and 
construction methodologies such as the shell-first construction or hybrid 
shell-skeleton construction, sewn planks versus iron-nailed framing and 
the use of fish oil and anti-fouling. 

There is no treatise that deals with ship construction in the Classical 
and Medieval Islamic literature; the occasional references we have in 
works of history, geography and travel are, if any, of little substance in 
such things as the type of timber the medieval shipwright used, hull- 
design etc. Moreover, iconographic representation is very sparse and 
what we are left with is scraps of data which can be more frustrasting 
than no information. This chapter is an attempt to present general 
shipbuilding features of the Medieval Islamic period through literary 
sources and pictorial representation; by reconstructing the past I will look 
at some present construction features in the Western Indian Ocean. 



1 Irmama hira i • i 1 bn Jubayr nd.: 64-5; trans, by R.J. C. 

ISroadhurst, see 1952: 65. 
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Shipbuilding sites 

We do not have the wealth of information about shipbuilding sites in 
the Western Indian Ocean as we do for the Mediterranean Classical 
and Medieval Islamic period. There seem to be fewer sites, nothing 
compared to the many Mediterranean shipyards which were used to 
build war vessels because of the constant warfare between Islam and 
Christendom. 

In the early centuries of Islam, Ubulla and Siraf had two main dock- 
yards, while Aden was an important boat-building centre during most of 
the Middle Medieval Islamic period. On the southwest coast of India, 
south of Calicut, the Beypore shipyards were well-known as they were 
located at a crossroads between the Western Indian Ocean and the Far 
East; their importance grew in terms of the varied types of timber the 
region could supply and in the number of shipbuilders with workshops 
dotted all along the coast. In addition, the Southwest Indian coast was 
the right spot for ships to stop over because of the monsoonal winds 
and/or to repair their ships. Raw materials such as teak planks, coir 
and nura (lime and fat substance) were exported from here. 

Margariti's recent research on the maritime trade in Aden provides a 
valuable observation on the organization of shipbuilding in the Indian 
Ocean: her comments come from the Genizah documents which throw 
new light on this industry. 2 It is possible, she thinks, that as much as 
shipbuilding was active in Aden in the Middle Medieval period, one 
should not ignore the fact that ships could have been bought and con- 
structed overseas and then shipped to Aden. In fact the West Indian 
coast was the perfect location for ship construction as all the building 
materials were available, from types of timber to the materials for fas- 
tening the planks; which makes it possible, that shipwrights from other 
shipbuilding sites in the Persian Gulf, commisioned their ships from 
Indian shipwrights for the same economic reasons. However, this may 
not have always been the case: Duarte Barbosa, in the early sixteenth 
century, claims to have seen Red Sea ships moored at Calicut harbour 
carrying a number of shipbuilders. 3 It is not clear who these ship- 
builders were. Is it possible that Calicut shipbuilders were hiring Red 
Sea workers to build Indian ships or could it be the case that these 



2 Margariti 2002: 256 seq.; idem, 2007: 56-60, 154, 158-60. 

3 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, II: 77. 
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ships were carrying Red Sea carpenters to construct their own ships 
in Calicut and sail them back to the owners who had commisioned 
them? Although Barbosa's statement is open to different interpretations 
it has to be said that Yemenites were renowned for their shipbuilding 
skills (see Chapter 3). 

What about Portuguese ships? Carpenters would have accompanied 
the crew on their voyage and repairs were done as needed but would 
they have built ships during their stay in India? One undated document 
refers to the prohibition on constructing ships in India. 4 This might 
be interpreted, however, as a temporary measure; an intriguing refer- 
ence, for Indian timber, nails and craftsmanship were readily available 
(illustration 31). 

For smaller vessels, it was a question of finding places suitable for use 
as shipyards that were convenient with materials to hand; timber for 
planking was imported from India but local wood would have sufficed 
for ribbing and joints. One should also mention that old timber was 
recycled; it was collected from shipwrecks and salvaged boats, and re- 
used to build new boats or for re -fitting old ones. 5 Sindbad the Sailor 
in his sixth voyage recounts how, marooned on an island, he built a 
raft from the remains of shipwrecks: 




Illustration 31 A shipyard in the city of Calicut circa sixteenth century 
(from an old print; Danvers 1894, I: 182) 



4 CDRAD — Portuguese Archives, ANTT Tragmentos, Cx. 4 — Documentos da 
India M°l, no. 31. 

5 Salim & 'Abbadi 1969: 261-2. 
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Then I arose and went and collected pieces of wood. . .and bound diem 
upon the shore of the sea with some ropes of the ships that had been 
wrecked; and I brought sonic straight planks, of the planks of the ships, 
and placed them upon those pieces of wood. . . . 

[thumma inni qumtu wasi'tu akhshaban. . . wa-shadadtuha 'aid jdnib al-bahr bi-hibal 
min hibal al-mardkib alhRkusirat wa-ji'tu bi-alwdh musdwiya bi-alwdh al-mardkib 
wa-wada tuhd i /, ' < 1 \ 

So, after measuring the width of the river, Sindbad made the raft, fixed 
two pieces of wood as oars, loaded all the treasures from the shipwrecks 
and his belongings and sailed down the river to the sea shore. 

Technology and material 

Tools 

Shipbuilding tools, from the limited information given by our sources, 
seem to have been very much similar to the rudimentary tools used in 
some of the shipyards of modern times. 7 These are the bow and string 
drill, the auger, adze, mallet, saw and chisel. Not much is known about 
the size of nails used and where the iron was brought from. Where 
iron was lacking, treenails were used; they do not rot with dampness 
nor do they create rust; such wood fastenings were more frequent with 
small vessels. 8 

There is no archaeological record of instruments being used for 
measuring systems; carpenters, therefore, would have applied measure- 
ment related to parts of the body: span of a hand (s shibr, pi ashbar) 
roughly 9 inches (22.86 cm.), the forearm (s dhira', pi adhru') c. 18 inches 
(45.72 cm.), foot (s qadam, pi aqdam) c. 12 inches (30.48 cm.), and the 
open-arm's length (s ba\ pi abwa') c. 6 feet (1.8 m.). 

Anchors 

Types of anchor depended on the nature of seabed: sandy, muddy 
bottoms or rock. The earliest types were large stones. Until recent 
times stone anchors were used by mariners in Oman and the Southern 



6 The Thousand and One Mights 1979-1981, III: 64; Alf layla wa-layla nd., III: 142. 

7 Agius 2002: 139-41. 

8 McGrail 2004: 72, 201, 236, 273. 
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Arabian coast: these were circular, oblong or triangular in shape and 
weighed from 10 to 12 manns (88.18 lb/40 kg to 110.23 lb/50 kg). 9 
A piece of timber with sharp ends was fitted to the hole of the stone 
anchor; these timbers enabled the stone anchor to obtain a firm hold 
on both muddy and sandy seabeds. Common features of the Indo- 
Arabian type are the two rectangular or square holes at the bottom 
end to secure flukes and at the top end a circular hole for a hawser. 
There are stone anchor finds in a few locations in the Western Indian 
Ocean: Indo-Arabian stone shanks were found at Qalhat (Southeast 
Oman), and two stone anchors retrieved off the Grande Island, Goa, 
though dating them is problematic; 10 however, two fragmentary examples 
of Indo-Arabian anchors at Siraf were datable (8th- 1 1th c), and one 
other Indo-Arabian stone anchor found at Kannur, Kerala was dated 
c. fifteenth century. 11 

One type of anchor, reported by the lexicographer Ibn Sida (d. 
458/1066), was made of wood and lead; the process of making one 
was described as follows: 

You take pieces of varied sized timber; you tie them together from the 
middle in one position; then by pouring melted lead the wood becomes 
as solid as a rock; the ends of the wood are tied to a piece of rope and 
the anchor is lowered to [the bottom of] the sea. 

|iiY/-///«iY/ an III khadh kliasliahdlja-ruklidlif haniahd lai-hani rit usilid ica-liisliadd 
aicsdlididji maicdi icdliid Ihumiiin ni/ra^h harnalid rasas inuillidh Ja-lasir ka-aiinalid 
sakhra wa-tu us 1 tl tarsal Ji /-///«'].' 

A fair amount of detail which is unique to a lexicographer. Ibn Sida's 
approach to compiling his lexicon was by subject matter and though 
description for some entries is lacking, others such as the above are sub- 
stantial (see Chapter 1). In fact I found no description of making anchors 
in any of the early and medieval Arabic sources. The oldest literary 
Arabic term for anchor is marsa (pi marasi), a pre -Islamic word; consider 
the following verse of al-Musayyab b. 'Alas (before 1st/ 7th c): 



'* Information based on inlcn iews wish ( )manis. Agius _'l Mba: 1812. Tom Vosmer 
told me that a 40 kg stone is significantly smaller than the anchors found in Qalhat 
(communication 26 April 2006). Other details are found in LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1957a: 
288-93. 

1,1 Vosmer 1999: 248-63; Vosmer et al. 2000: 1 1-14; Tripati et al. 2003: 99. 

11 Tripati etal. 2005: 133. 

12 Ibn Sida 1893-1903, X: 27. 
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He cast the anchors right o'er a perilous deep — 

The anchors held, and the craft lay still in the flood. 

\alqa marasiyahu bi-taklikalin 
lhabalal in arasTha fa-ma tajn\. 13 

As this verse says nothing about the anchor type, we have to rely on 
Ibn Slda's description which might not be true of the early period. One 
further comment the lexicographer makes is that the marsa was known 
to be heavier than the anjar pi anafir < Per lanjar), 14 but we do not know 
what the composition of the anchor was, i.e. stone, lead, wood or iron. 
The Arabic technical term applied to one or the other in classical and 
medieval times remains obsucre. Consider Buzurg b. Shahriyar's (fl. 
4th/ 1 Oth c) use of the term anjar, "to let go the anchor/ s" [rama bil- 
anjar or taraha l-ana/ir]; 15 he could be referring to either a stone or iron 
anchor or both. 

I would like to recall what two European authors wrote about anchors 
in the sixteenth century. Gaspar Correia says that Indian Ocean ships 
carried anchors of hard wood with stones tied to the shanks in order 
to go to the bottom of the sea; lb he also informs us that they carried 
"anchors of iron and stone". 17 Ludovico di Varthema, his contemporary, 
says that the Indian ships he saw at Calicut carried anchors made of 
marble. 18 All this information is helpful in understanding the types of 
anchors used at the time but no clue as to what the anchors they saw 
were called in the source language. Iconographic evidence shows that 
iron anchors were already in place by the twelfth or thirteenth century: 
a representation of a small four-pronged grapnel anchor hanging from 
a bowsprit is seen in two Maqamat (The Assemblies) images 19 (illustra- 
tion 32), while in India, its usage seems to have appeared after the 
sixteenth and seventeenth century probably with the coming of the 
Portuguese. 20 



13 The verse is cited in Jones 1996, II: 125-6. 

14 Note Skt nangara (iron anchor) and nangarasila (stone anchor). 

15 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 51. 

16 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 241. 

17 Ibid. 

18 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 153. 

19 LAS (St. Petersburg) Ms S23; BN (Paris) Ms Arabe 5847, fol. 121 (illustration by 
Yahya b. Mahmud al-WasiH most probaby in Syria). 

20 Tripati et al. 2003: 104. 
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Illustration 32 The four-pronged grapnel in one of the Maqamat of al-Hann 
(d. 516/1122) (after al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: opposite title page) 

Timber 

India supplied wood to practically all shipyards in the Western Indian 
Ocean. To build ships, the Arabian carpenter needed wood like teak 
(Tectona grandis, CA sdj) for planking. It can be bent and joined to the 
frames, following the curves of the ship's sides. It is well established that 
India, from antiquity provided teak to the Persian Gulf; when Theo- 
phrastus, in the third century BCE, claimed that the timber of the ships 
of Bahrain lasted two hundred years, 21 he was possibly referring to teak, 
as it is well-known to be long-lasting. One of the earliest Islamic poets, 
Farazdaq (d. 110/728 or 112/730) speaks of "(ships of) teak". 22 Over 



Theophrastus Bk V IV 7. 
See Montgomery 1997: 195. 
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the centuries, teak has proved to be the ideal timber because it is hard 
but durable and pliable once it has been seasoned. 23 Other timber that 
came from India included: aini (Arltn u i i limit (Artocarpus 

heterophyllus), karam (Adina cordifolia), mango wood (Mangifera indicd), poon 
{Calophyllum spp.) and venteal Lag ■> ocn a I n < ilala). But wherever it 
was possible shipbuilders reverted to local wood; the advantages were 
obvious compared to the expense of buying the timber from abroad, 
not to mention the costs of employing the crew and labourers or slaves, 
transporting it and the dangers of the sea. 

With smaller craft, local wood was used for ribbing and joints, iiarajll. 
coconut timber (Cocus nuciferd) was used exclusively for building hulls; it 
was imported from the Maldives and Laccadive Islands but also from 
Yemen. 24 Its trunk supplied the carpenters with masts and yards, as 
the Jesuit missionary Jeronimo Lobo (d. 1678) reports; 25 also oars and 
wooden anchors were manufactured from this coconut timber. 26 Other 
timbers that carpenters used were: qarat {Acacia nilotica and Acacia indicd), 
ghaf (Prosopis cineraria), 'ilb oi w j.ir/dm linn iristi ); 27 these are trees 
that grow in abundance in several wadis of the Arabian Peninsula. 
Also, it needs to be said, that the timber of the palm tree was good 
for boatbuilding and its leaves served for making sails and producing 
sacks for merchandise (illustrations 33 & 34, 35 & 36). 

Rope, caulking and jtrcscrvalion of the ship's planks 

Date palm fibre {Phoenix dactylifera) was used for rope in Arabia and 
the Northern Gulf in the absence of coir (made from the husks of the 
coconut). Remarkably strong, the date palm fibre would not, however, 
last long in seawater, while coir fibre, exclusively supplied from Sri 
Lanka, the Maldives and Lakshadweep Islands, has proved capable of 
enduring seawater for much longer. The Arabic term for coir is qinbar 



23 Periplus 1912: 152; see also al-Masudi 1861-1877, I: 365. 

24 Ibnjubayr 1952: 65. 

23 Itinemno of Jeronimo Lobo 1984: 108. 

26 Ma Huaii (1970: 143), writing about coconut plantations in Malaysia, lists 10 
different uses derived from the coconut tree: building houses and roofing; food stuffs 
such as syrup, wine, oil, and sugar; from the fibre, ropes for shipbuilding; from the 
shell, bowls and ash. 

27 For example 'he ( hnani -liielied double-ended «///<//</ and ihe bailan. Agius 2002: 
80, 103-4. 
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Illustrations 33 & 34 Qarat (left) and sidir (right) trees grow in many parts 
of the Arabian Peninsula, Sikkat al-Souq, Musandam 1996 (photos author) 




Illustrations 35 & 36 Qaral timber left is good for framing and iidir wood 
(right) is for" the ribs, Suakin 2004 (photos author) 



(also qanbdr or qunbar). 2S It was available in quantities and was exported 
to China and India as well as Yemen. 29 This resilient material served 
not only to stitch the planks of a ship but also as rope for rigging and 
cables. 30 Omanis valued the fibre highly; Abu Zayd Hasan of Siraf (fl. 
4th/ 10th c) reports: 



28 Qinbar is also used for "cannabis or hemp", from which ropes and the like are 
made, al-Zabldl 1968, IV: 81. Dhofaris in Oman called their sewn boats (the sanbuq- 
tvpr; kamban, a nomenclature which represents [lie term ifmbiir. 

29 "The quality of which was better than hemp": Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 121; idem, 
1958-2000, IV: 827. 

30 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65; Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 204; idem, 1958-2000, II: 387. Abu 
1-Qasim al-Baghdadl (fl. 5th/ 1 1th c) reports that the ja'fanyyat [s.v.] were stitched with 
coir rope [al ja / / i mbar], De Goeje 1879: 231; see also 
Itinerant) of Jeronimo Lobo 1984: 107-8. 
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[They] cross over to the island(s) where coconut trees grow; they carry 
with them carpenters' tools and such like tools; then they fell trees as 
many as they need. When the wood dries, they cut planks and with the 
bark of the tree they spin a yarn, wherewith they sew the planks together 
to build a ship. . . . 

[. . .yaqsidu ild hadhihi l-jaztra llati fiha l-narjil wa-ma'ahum aldt najjdr wa- 
ghayruhd fa-yaqta'una min khashab al-narjtl ma aradu fa-idhd jaffa quti'a alwahan 
u-ri-jri/irdtinri min Iff al-mlrjTl inumklirrjina hihi dliillika l-kliiislial) a-a-m.slaiiulwia 
minim maikaban. . .]. 31 

As for the making of the cord, Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) 
describes the process as follows: 

. . . the hairy integument of the coconut, which they tan in pits on the 
shore, and afterwards beat out with bars; the women then spin it and it 
is made into cords. 

\wa-huwa Itf al-ndmjtl ua him , i ' / hu ft hufa? 'aid l-sdhil lliumma 
i i ii risd wa-tusna' minhu l-hibdl\. 32 

To render the seams of a ship's planks impervious to water, caulking 
(qalfat) 33 was needed. Wood tends to swell in the sea, so the narrow gap 
between the planks is caulked. The operation consists of driving rope or 
oakum (tarred hemp [Cannabis saliva]), 3 * mixed with fish oil, or coconut 
oil or resin with fish oil, into the seams of the ship's planks. 

Going back to as early as the seventh century, Egyptian papyri men- 
tion this operation of driving rope into the seams. 35 Early Arabians 
knew about caulking ships by pitch and fish oil: we can rely on the 
knowledge of pre-Islamic poets such as al-Muthaqqib al- Abdl (ndd) of 
a ship being "greased" [. . . dahin] , 36 al-Akhtal (d. 92/710-1), "beating 
the tar and the firm timber" \yasukku l-qara wa-l-khashaba l-sildba] and 



11 Relations des voyages 1845: 136 [Arabic text 130-1]. 

32 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 121; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 827. Also Ibnjubayr has this 
to say: "The [boat] makers", in Aiclliab. "dimsh 1 1 lit- qtuihar\ uniil ii lakes the form of 
thread, which then they twist into a cord..." (1952: 65). 

33 Also qalfat, "to repair, refit"; cf. Gr KccXowpcrc, see Agius 1996: 380; see also 
Makrypoulias 2002: 183. The verb is qallafa "to caulk (a ship;" (Wehr 1966: 787); CA 
qulf -securing die ship's limbers..." (al-Zabldl 1987, XXIV: 283). 

34 Oliveira (cl. after 1585;. in his work on shipbuilding, states: "Oakum is so 
efficient . . . that neither wool, nor cotton, nor any type of fluffy material can serve as 
well for the purpose: for none will stop the water like oakum does. It is soft and can 
be compacted, and swells when it is wet: and it accepts pitch or grease, or any other 
sealant well", 1991: 151. 

13 Makrypoulias 2002: 183. 
36 See Sulayman 1993: 95. 
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finally Labid b. RaWa (d. 40/660-1) "like the ship of the Hindi who 
has repaired its leaks with broad timbers and oil" \ka-safinati l-Hindiyyi 
tabaqa dar'ahd hi uiqri'ijii mushbuhulh av/ lihdni]? 1 It is well documented 
that fish oil was used for caulking: Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217-8) says 
that shark oil was the best in terms of rendering the wood soft and 
supple, 38 and the Egyptian historian al-MaqrlzI (d. 846/1442) reports 
that shipwrights in his time applied castor oil, kharwa' (Ricinus com- 
munis). 39 Sometimes whale oil was used; Siraf carpenters (3rd/9th c) 
would cut whale blubber, extract the oil from it and mix it with other 
substances then rub it into the joints of the ships' planking 40 Shark 
liver-oil is still being applied today on the wooden hulls of the dhows 
in the Gulf and Oman. 41 

Another method for preservation of stitched planks was to smear 
them with grease and tar (qdr)*" 2 or pitch (humar) was also applied to 
preserve caulking. The practice of the use of bitumen on boats is 
quite visible in the seventh/thirteenth-century Maqamat illustrations 
and Persian miniatures of later centuries which show ships with black 
hulls (illustration 37). Al-Nuwayrt 1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th c) tells us 
that the w&r-ghurab [s.v] pitched with tar looked all black. 43 Melinde 
shipbuilders, according to Caspar Correia (fl. 16th c), were not pitching 
ships but coating the seams with bitumen 44 and then applying fish oil 
to both the inside and outside, thus making the planks watertight. 45 

To preserve the bottom and sides of a ship below the waterline, anti- 
fouling was applied. This was a coating of fish oil with animal fat (CA 
shahm) and burnt lime (CA nurd) called chunam to deter barnacles (Lepas 
anatifera) and also to inhibit the attack of the teredo (Lat teredo navalis 



31 Montgomery 1997: 190; personal communication J, inn - Monigomery 20 Decem- 
ber 1996), see further details, ibid., 179, 184. 
38 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65. 
J,< Al-MaqrizI 2002, I: 551. 

40 Relations des voyages 1845, I: 146. 

41 Agius 2002: 171-2, 174-5. 

12 Al-Mas udl 1861-1877, 1: 365; see also what Marco Polo has to say about Hormuzi 
vessels in Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 52. 

4:i Al-Nuwayrt 1-Iskandarani 1968-1976, II: 230. 

44 Tom Vosmer, in a written communication (3 1 July 2006), told me that there is not 
much difference between pitch and bitumen. Pilch a nauu al product of pine trees) is 
better as a wood or rope preservative than bitumen (natural petroleum seeps). He added 
llial "ilie Melinde builder.-, might have been laying in a coating of bitumen between 
the seams, probably with a layer of fabric". In his Sohar experience they used "gauze 
impregnated with resin". On the building of the Sohar see Severin 1982. 

45 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 241-2. 
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Illustration 37 A Maqamat ship with a black hull (6 1 8 / 1 2 2 1 ) 
(courtesy of Bibliotheque Nationale, Ms Arabe 6094, fol. 68) 



< Gr teredon), the ship worm, which damaged thousands of wooden 
ships. 46 Severin's experience on the Sohar, a replica of a medieval Ara- 
bian stitched trading vessel built in 1980, has proved that as soon as 
anti-fouling flakes off, the stitched planks become exposed to the attack 
of the teredo to the point of disintegration. 47 Interestingly, when the 
ship is brought out of the water for several days, this kills the teredo. 

Careening took place more often with sewn ships which also needed 
treating internally with vegetable oil to preserve the rope fastenings. 
Scraping off the old layer of anti-fouling was necessary before reap- 



46 "Now woods which decay in sea-water are eaten by the teredon ... It is a creature 
small in size, but has a large head and teeth; ... the harm that these do is easy to rem- 
edy; for, if the wood is smeared with pitch, it does not let in water when it is dragged 
down into the sea; but the harm done by the teredon cannot be undone", Theophrastus 
Bk V IV 4-6. 

47 Severin 1982: 127-8, 132. 
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plying a fresh coat. In the hot climates of the Gulf and Indian Ocean, 
once the anti-fouling application is applied on the outside of a nailed 
hull, the ship is often pulled into the sea to prevent the coat from 
flaking off immediately. Sooner or later, however, it cracks with the 
movement of the ship in water; at this point she is exposed to attack 
from the teredo. 



Shipbuilding features 

General remarks: Hull shape 

We do not know very much about hull design in Islamic ships of the 
Mediterranean and even less about those of the Western Indian Ocean. 
Commercial ships are often called rounders in both seas because of their 
belly shaped hulls. It is possible to hypothesize on the shape of the hull 
by deducing the meaning of the word through its root. I take here a 
few examples from the nomenclature of ship-types which I will discuss 
in detail later in this book (see Chapters 10 to 12): burma [s.v], literally 
means "a pot" 4!i which lends to a typical round-hull ship; julk [s.v] is 
an "orbit; circuit", i.e. something round, which may be interpreted as 
"a round ship" from the root-verb falaka "to be round"; 49 qurqura [s.v] 
is described as a "full-bellied [vessel]", 50 one of the root's meanings is 
a "wheel" used for the punishment of criminals. 51 It may be that the 
seventh/ thirteenth-century illustration of the ship in the Maqamat (The 
Assemblies) represents the belly-shaped hull. But what about Islamic 
warships? It is possible that some had a round-shaped hull, though 
nothing like the long and narrow Byzantine warships. 52 The medieval 
Islamic war-tarida [s.v] was, according to M. M. Ziyada, a small round 
vessel ("a ship in the shape of a barrel" [sa/ti i \ k ai barmil]) 53 but 
Unger thinks she was a hybrid of the galley and the round-ship. 54 



48 For the use of the term see al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32; Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, 
II: 296. 

49 Fraenkel 1962: 212. 

50 Al-Jawallql 1867: 123; see al-Zabldl 1974, XIII: 401. 

51 Steingass 1977: 965. 

52 Makrypoulias 2002: 186-7. 

53 See his editorial note in al-MaqrizI 1957-1973, I: 56, fn. 4. 

54 Unger 1980: 125-6. 
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Islamic vessels in the Mediterranean, at least the war galleys, were, 
in the early period of Islam, larger and heavier than the Greek type of 
vessel and were slower but by the sixth/ twelfth century they showed very 
similar features. ' 5 The miniatures produced in the illustrated Chronicle 
of Ioannes Skylitzes (fl. c. 1081) show similar construction features of 
Islamic and Byzantine ships, 56 which seem to corroborate written evi- 
dence. What is striking about these miniatures is that had it not been 
for the caption-information given on top of each image we would not 
have known the difference between them. 57 There are far fewer pictorial 
representations of Indian Ocean ships and hardly any Western Indian 
Ocean shipwrecks, though, as researchers on Mediterranean and South 
Asian wrecks have found, evidence from these can be inconclusive. 

From the information above we can only speculate on construction 
features by looking at contemporary shipbuilding traditions in the Indian 
Ocean. The build of ships all along the Western Indian Ocean coasts 
may have varied, though not much, each adapted to a particular need. 
With the triangular trade around the coasts, there seems to have been 
a cross-fertilisation of designs that took place over many centuries since 
antiquity. It appears that Indian and Persian designs were dominant 
along the northwest coast of India where the Parsee communities mainly 
settled and influenced ship construction. Though the original design 
may have disappeared, some modifications were introduced due to 
Portuguese influence after 1487. No Arabic sources seem to imply that 
this was the case but it is interesting to mention, nonetheless, that the 
sixteenth-century Gaspar Correia reports about an Arabian merchant 
in Gujarat who ordered the construction of a galleon on the lines of 
the European vessel. 58 

Shell-first and skeleton-first methods 

The most common practice in construction methodology in the Western 
Indian Ocean, as in the Classical Mediterranean, was the shell-first pro- 
cess; it involved building the hull first (i.e. the shell) by fitting the planks 
to the sides of the ship then laying the frames or ribs, a method which 
determined the shape of the hull. This is a technique (still in place today 



55 Babuin 2002: 33. 

56 Located in the Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid, see Tselikas 2000. 

57 Babuin 2002: 34. 

58 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 750. 
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among Arabian Gulf and Red Sea shipwrights) (illustration 38) that goes 
back to antiquity but was not applied exclusively on bundled-reed boats 
in Mesopotamia (Chapter 4). Sources from the first three thousand years 
BCE imply features of a skeleton-first method (i.e. laying the ribs first) 
used on the Tigris and Euphrates, a process probably borrowed from 
house-building techniques, i.e. laying the frames first. In the Mediter- 
ranean the ancient shell-first method was in place for a long time; we 
find information in the Chronographia of Theophanes (dating 8th to 
early 9th CE) and the Greek papyri from Islamic Egypt which seem to 
suggest that shipbuilding among the Mediterranean Arabs followed the 
Graeco-Roman practice of shell technique; 59 whereas, the eleventh-cen- 
tury Serce Limani Byzantine wreck points to a skeleton-first technique 
(i.e. fixing the frames first followed by planking). 60 So which method 
came first, the skeleton (frame)-first method or the shell-construction 
technique? It is difficult to say, Casson rightly argued, in both instances, 



V 




Illustration 38 The shell technique method, fitting first the planks to the 
sides followed by laying the frames, applied in Suakin 2004 (photo author) 



59 Makrypoulias 2002: 183. 

60 Stefiy 1982: 13-34. 
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whichever method was first applied, the construction of the keel first 
followed by the erection of the stem and sternposts is common to both 
techniques. 61 However, with sewn plank construction it is mandatory 
to use shell-first technique because, as Vosmer maintains, it is virtually 
impossible to assemble sewn planks when the frames have been fitted 
in first. 62 In the case of the Serce Limani planks, they were nailed, so 
a skeleton (frame)-first method could be applied. 

Double-ended and square- sterned vessels 

Most ships were double-ended; the reason being that as they were sewn- 
planked, it would have been much easier to stitch the hood ends of 
planks. It was only when iron-fastened construction was introduced that 
a shift to a transom stern took place. The modern Perso-Arabian sanbuq 
[s.v] has maintained the two hull forms; until recent times one could 
see the chief design element of the Portuguese caravel [s.v] on a sanbuq, 
with the high poop and transom stern 63 (illustrations 39 & 40). 

Bronze Age ships were double-ended but often square-sterned: 
seventeen transom-sterned boat models were found in the Saqqara 
tombs (2600-2300 BCE) in Egypt; 64 a graffito on a potsherd and four 
terracotta boat model fragments located in Lothal, south of the Indus 




Illustrations 39 & 40 (Left) The Portuguese sixteenth-century caravel 
ifter Landstrom 1961: 107, pi. 275); (right) the square-sterned sanbuq with 
a high poop (after Villiers 2006: 47) 



61 Casson 1971: 208-9. 

62 Personal communication 5 July 2002; Vosmer in his unpublished thesis discusses 
a number of characteristic features of Indian Ocean watercraft both in design and 
construction method (2005: Chapter 2). 

63 Agius 2002: 77-82. 

(il Landstrom 1970: 10. 48-50, 60-1; Greenhill 1976: 109. 
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Valley, depict square-sterned vessels with a sharp bow; 65 and a steatite 
pendant (c. 1300-300 BCE) found in Tell Abraq is a Magan represen- 
tation of a square-sterned vessel with a sharp bow. 

It is generally believed that the Portuguese introduced the transom 
to the Indian Ocean shipwrights; although it must be said that Chinese 
vessels were transom-shaped centuries earlier. An interesting feature 
arises in the depiction of Islamic ships found in the Portuguese Lopo 
Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 1519 which shows double-ended ships with 
stern castles atop 66 (illustration 41). 

The transom stern on Western Indian Ocean ships is non-existent in 
any of the iconography dating prior to the coming of the Portuguese, 
despite any possible Chinese influence. 67 Transoms do not seem to have 
been established prior to 1680. 68 




Illustration 41 Double-ended Muslim ships in Lopo Homem-Reineis' Atlas 
de 1519 (after Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: pi. 19) 



65 Alster 1983: 49-51. 

66 Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: pi. 19. 

67 Garlake & Garlake 1964; Nicolle 1989; Sidebotham 1990; Deloche 1996. 

68 Personal communication from Norbert Weismann (7 April 2001). 
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Other construction features 

Typical of early Mediterranean Arab vessels is the pronounced curve of 
prow and stern with "decorated sides" as the Damascus mosaic shows. 69 
Such features can be further illustrated by a figure found in a copy of 
al-Suft's (d. 376/986) Kitab suwar al-kawdkib al-thdbita (The Book of the 
Constellations of Fixed Stars), 70 dated 870/1465 (illustration 42). Very 
rarely do Islamic sources provide any information on ship design; one 
little detail by the historian al-Tabarl (d. 3 10/922-3) about the zanbariy- 
yas [s.v] found on the Mesopotamian rivers is interesting, he says that 
they were long ships with a projected bow [zfiiibtirirrdl al-liwdl al-qu's], 71 
a feature that occurs in some medieval images. The widely discussed 
illustration of the ship in the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) shows clearly a 
similar hull design to the Kuwaiti double-ended bum [s.v] , even though 
the latter is a modern design of the early twentieth century. Arabian, 
Persian and Indian shipwrights would not have made radical changes; 
thus, traditional features in the construction of the modern dhow show 
signs of continuity with the past. 




Illustration 42 Curved prow and stern in al-Suii\ Kitab suwar al-kawdkib 
al-llulbila dated 870/1465 (courtesy of King Saud University Library, 
Riyadh, Ms 3730 unpaginated) 



69 Babuin & Palioura 1998: 80. 

70 KSU Library Ms 3730 : unpaginated), copyist 'All b. Hasan b. Muhammad 
Sulayman. 

71 Al-Taban 1965, VIII (ii): 724. 
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Similarities of the Maqdmdt ship with the bum are quite visible: a 
straight stem, a curved stern (illustrations 43 & 44). One can see in 
the illustration below the anchor of the medieval ship hanging from 
a divided bowsprit: until a few decades ago one could still see a dual 
bowsprit on the Kuwaiti bum. It may be that the similarities are acci- 
dental but it must be said that the bum was an adaptaion of an ancestral 
Indian -built vessel, the dhangi [s.v] , the design of which may go back to 
pre -Portuguese times; 72 for example, the Lopo Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 
1519 shows 10 ships resembling the bum type 73 (illustration 15:. 

There are obvious signs of post-medieval European technology 
influencing Western Indian Ocean shipbuilding, such as the designs of 
the now extinct Kuwaiti baghla [s.v.] and Omani ghanja [s.v] , and the 
more recent Indian kutiyya [s.v] . Traditional designs prevail until today. 
One other example is the illustration of a war vessel of Egyptian or 
Syrian provenance; it is attributed to Hasan al-Ramma (7th— 8th/ 1 3th— 
14th c) and found in the Kxtdb al-jurusiyya wa-l-mandsib al-harbiyya (The 
Book of Horsemanship and the Engagements of War), 74 which shows 
a straight keel, a straight stem and sternpost and a hull design very 
similar to the bum. The planks of the ship reached up as high as to 
where the cargo was stored. 




Illustrations 43 & 44 Similar stem and sternpost features: (left) the 
Maqdmdt of al-Hanri (d. 516/ 1122) (Library of the Academy of Sciences, 
St Petersburg, Ms S23); (right) a bum in Khor Deira, Dubai 1996 
(photo author) 



72 See my discission on ihis subject in Agius 2002: 70. 

73 Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: fol. 2v. 

74 BN-Ms Arabe 1825, fol. lOOr. 
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Illustration 45 Detail of a Muslim ship (left) similar to the bum type in Lopo 
Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 1519 (after Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: fol. 2v) 



Most of the Indian Ocean ships were undecked, apart from a fore 
and aft deck, 75 but some had full decks; 76 the seventh /thirteenth century 
Maqamat illustration depicts probably more than one deck. 77 Cargo ships 
seem to have had no decks and crew and passengers slept on top of the 
cargo. The absence of decking on such vessels was an advantage for it 
gave greater accessibility to the cargo and the facility to resew planks in 
an emergency. Of course, decks on warships were essential for fighting 
men to use as a platform and for the carrying of war machines. 



75 See Voyage of Francois Pyrard 1887-1890, I: 258; Journal of John Jourdain 1905: 78; 
Travels of Ludorim di Varlhema USl>:>: 152 1: Time \'ovauf\ of Vasco da Gama 1869: 240; 
Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, II: 76. 

76 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 239. 

77 BN-Ms Arabe 5847. 
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Sewn construction 

Sewn construction of medieval and contemporary Indian Ocean ships 
has been the subject of modern scholarship for many years and it is 
not my intention to repeat that information here. However, some men- 
tion of the most important references to sewn ships by early medieval 
authors is necessary. The earliest reference is found in a Qur anic verse 
from Surat Qamar (The Moon): 

But we bore him on an (ark) made of broad planks and cord of palm-fibre. 78 

|,i a-hamalndhu 'aid dhati alwahin wa-dusurin]. 79 

The term dusur (pi/ coll. of disar) is understood to be "the cord of the 
fibres of the palm tree (lif)", m though "iron nails" has also been sug- 
gested, the explanation being that the iron-fastened ark of Noah to 
which the Quranic verse is alluding, miraculously held fast to the 
surface of the sea and was not dragged down to the bottom of the 
sea by magnetic roc k ills It was widely believed in 

antiquity that the bottom of the sea magnetically attracted iron-fastened 
planks, though the Byzantine historian Procopius (d. [?] 565) rejected 
such a belief, arguing that Graeco-Roman nail-planked ships in the 
Red Sea did not sink. 81 This belief in the destruction of nailed ships 
by magnetic rocks persisted among the Islamic communities from Early 
to Late Medieval periods. 82 In The Thousand and One Nights, one of the 
tales recounts how a mountain with magnetic properties attracted a 
ship with iron-fastened planks. 

We drew near to the mountain which is composed of black stone called 
'magnet-stone'; the current carried us towards it with violence, and when 
the ships were almost close to it, they fell asunder, and all the nails, got 
stuck to it. . . . 

\im\il ildjtibtil mill luijiir tiMctul yii.miiiiiiiu luijiir (il-iiKi^/iniilh iai-l(i)urruna l-mirii/i 
^Im.sban jilialili l<i-luiiur^-j<i al-markah lai-raruli Lull ini\i»(ir ft l-innrkab ild 
l-jabal wayallasiij bill ...\. 



78 Ali 1946, II: 1456, with my amendments. 

79 Al-Qur'an, Sural Qamar 54: 13. 

80 Lane 1984, I: 879. 

81 Procopius Bk I. XIX. 23- 1. The legend of magnetic rocks exists in many cultures, 
one as such is found in an eleventh-century Indian treatise called Yuktikalpata.ru written 
by Bhoja, see Mookerji 1912: 14. 

82 Al-NuwayrT 1-Iskandarani 1968-1976, II: 232. 

83 The Thousand and One Mights 1979-1981, I: 161 with my amendments; Alf tayla 
wa-layla nd., I: 60. 
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Al-Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) says that, "the sea water melts the iron nails, 
consequently they are softened and become weak" [. . . ma' al-bahr yudhib 
al-hadidfa lan , , i uasun i[ < ////]; 84 hence the reason why 

sewn planks were preferred. 

Going back to the Quranic term dusur, whose root-verb dasar implies 
"to push, thrust, drive, propel etc."; in addition to what has been 
discussed, the word is interpreted by the lexicographer, al-Zabldl (d. 
1205/1790-1), to be "(wooden) nails" 85 and, some translators of the 
Qur 5 an, according to the commentator Yusuf Ali, preferred the latter 
meaning. 86 Both are possible. In fact, the verb dasar also means "to nail 
anything" in the sense "to fasten or repair a ship with a nail or with 
cord of fibres of the palm-tree". 87 In the opinion of some Classical 
Arabic lexicographers such as Ibn Sida (d. 458/1066), al-Jawhari (d. 
393/1002-3) and al-Firuzabadl (d. 816/1415), "(wooden) nails" were 
used to secure the ship's sides and the bottom to her timbers. 88 By this 
they probably meant treenails which are wooden pins driven into holes 
bored with an auger into the planks; a reference to these treenails is 
found as early as the sixth century in the pre-Islamic ode of Bishr b. 
Abl Khazim al-Asadl (d. c. 535 CE) "caulked, tied with oakum and 
i [ dusurin] ' Treenails normally swell in 

the hole when moistened which tightens the fit. 

In all our medieval accounts, Muslim and non-Muslim, stitching 
was almost the only mode of constructing ships in the Persian Gulf, 
the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. It is clear in a Hadlth (prophetic 
tradition) that planks were stitched by thread: 

He erected her and supported her with no props, he put [the planks] 
together by fastening [them] with no nail [i.e by cord]. 

[rafa'aka bi-ghayr 'amadin yad'amuha wa-la disdr yantazimuhd]. 90 

Sewn ships in the third/ninth century sailed from Ubulla to China, 
reports the geographer al-Ya'qubl (d. c. 278/89 1-2). 91 He also tells us 



84 Al-Masudl 1983, I: 185. 

85 Al-Zabldl 1972, XI: 291; see also Lane 1984, I: 879. 
Sec Ali 1946, II: 1456, fn. 5138. 

87 Lane 1984, I: 879. 

88 Ibid. 

89 See Montgomery 1997: 170-1. 

90 Al-Zabldl 1972, XI: 290. 

91 Al-Ya'qubl 1892: 360. 
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that one finds sewn craft on the Atlantic coast at a naval base in Massa; 92 
the point he is making here is that sewn ships were made both in the east 
and the west. Others have stressed the difference between Indian Ocean 
sewn ships as opposed to Mediterranean nail-planked ships: consider 
Ibn Rusta (d. after 290/893-4) reporting about nails in Mediterranean 
planking; al-Mas c udi (d. 345/956-7) who writes that the Abyssinian 
ships had their planks stitched; 93 Abu Zayd Hasan (fl. 4th/ 1 0th c) who 
compared the Sirafi sewn ships with nailed-planked ships on the coasts 
of Syria; 94 and al-NuwayiT 1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th c) who comments 
about the use of nailed planks iniasmurd) in the Mediterranean and the 
stitched planks (mukhayjata) in the Yemen and India. 95 

In the thirteenth century, Christian missionaries made similar 
observations on the sewn construction features in Indian Ocean ves- 
sels: Friar John of Montecorvino of the Order of Minor Friars (d. c. 
1328), described the ships of the Arabian Sea "sewn like clothes with 
twine"; 96 the Franciscan Friar Odoric (d. 1331), on his trip to Hormuz 
some time after 1321, saw a kind of vessel called jase (he probably meant 
jahaz [s.v.]), fastened with cord on which he embarked and sailed for 
28 days to Tana (Mumbai); 97 and the Dominican Friar Jordanus (d. c. 
1330), writing from Malabar, said, "the vessels of these Indies [are] of a 
marvellous kind". 98 Muslim travellers from the Mediterranean comment 
on this construction feature too: the Moroccan traveller, Ibn Battuta 
(d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) says that the planks of Yemenite ships 
were sewn together 99 and a century earlier, the Andalusian traveller, Ibn 
Jubayr (d. 614/1217) notices jalbas [s.v.] sewn with cotton rope. 100 

Reports on sewn ships continued in the centuries to follow. Portuguese 
explorers and travellers of the early sixteenth century, such as Vasco 
da Gama, (d. 1524) commented on the stitching of planks at Melinde 
which "endures all the strain of sailing", 101 an interesting observation, 



' n Ibid., 390. 

93 Al-MasudT 1861-1877, I: 365; Ibn Rusta 1892: 195-6. 
1,1 Relations des voyages 1845, II: 87; Voyage du marchand arabe 1922: 93. 
95 Al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 232. 
Cathay and the Way Thither 1866, I: 218. 

97 Ibid., 57. 

98 Ibid., 31. 

99 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 121; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 827. 

100 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65. 

101 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 23, 26, and 239-40; see also Collec0o de 
notiaas 1812-1856, II: 114; Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, II: 76. 
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which illustrates the sturdiness by which the coir fastenings remain, in 
the words of the writer, "as secure as if they are nailed". 102 One source 
states that Gujarati 100-ton ships were well stitched, 103 and Duarte Bar- 
bosa remarked that Indians in Calicut built their deckless keeled ships 
with "the whole of the sheathing [. . .] sewn with thread". 104 

The use of thread, it can be argued, has many advantages: if treated 
properly it lasts longer and salt water does not spoil it. Sewn boats 
are flexible in surf and the cord gives the planks more pliability. 105 
Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377), who seems to have had an 
interest in maritime matters, hiahliffhts the advantage of using cord 
over iron nails by saying, "if [a ship] is sewn together with cord, it 
is given a certain resilience and does not fall into pieces" [. . . wa-idhd 
kana mukha) yala i r/1 i tistr] 106 Marco Polo (d. 

1323) noticed that the shipwrights in Hormuz used treenails to secure 
the stiched planks 107 and Jeronimo Lobo (d. 1678) adds that carpenters 
hammered several additional wooden pegs wherever it was necessary. 108 
In view of this, one would have expected to find treenails in the plank 
edges of the third/ ninth-century Belitung (Indonesian) wreck recovered 
in the Java Sea, 109 but none were found. 

How were planks sewn together? Evidence from Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian iconography suggests that planks were held together 
by individual lashings. During the Medieval Islamic period, the planks 
of Indian Ocean boats were assembled by continuous sewing along 
longitudinal seams. The keel was laid first, followed by the stem and 
sternposts; the planks were fastened to them and to each other by 
continuous sewing. To lock the planks together, the shipwright drove 
dowels obliquely through the sides of one plank into the next; this was 
followed by sewing the plank seams. 110 One can still find the technique 
of locking planks in dhows of Oman: the late /; i '■/, pi In dana or bdand) 
and baqqdra (pi baqdqTr) and the current Musandam battil (pi batdtil) and 



102 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 239-40. 

103 Collecfao de notkias 1812-1856, II: 114. 

104 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, II: 49. 

105 Moreland 1939: 66; see particularly McGrail 2004: 145-8. 

106 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 121; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 827. 

107 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 53. 

'"" lliiierdriu of Jeiviiiiiio Lobv 1981: 107. 

109 Flecker 2000: 203-4. 

110 McGrail 2004: 147-8. 
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zaruka (pi zawarik) [s.v.]. 111 Once the planking shell was finished, the 
builder lashed the floors, frames and thwarts to holes drilled through 
the planks. 

The procedure involved in sewn planking can be seen on the kamban 
(a name after the term qinbdr "coir") in the Dhofar region of Southern 
Oman. 112 I found this fishing boat abandoned in a cemetery at Taqa 
in Dhofar. The stitching was done in a zigzag pattern working through 
the holes on the inside and outside of the plank seam (illustrations 46 
& 47). 

Stitching of entire boats has ended in the Arabian Gulf and Oman 
region, though the tradition of using stitches prevails on the West 
Indian shores, such as Kerala. 113 In modern times, however, Omani 
dhowbuilders still stitch the stem and sternpost to the ends of the 
planks of a badan and battil [s.v] , while the rest of the planking of the 
craft is nailed. 114 Apparently, the stem and sternpost are easily dam- 
aged by pushing or pulling the boats on the shore, so they can easily 
be replaced if they are stiched. 

Iron-fastened planks 



With the coming of the Portuguese in the sixteenth century, nail facto- 
ries were introduced on the West Indian coast: the chronicler Fernao 
Lopes de Castanheda (d. 1559) reports of storehouses in Goa with 




Illustrations 46 & 47 Stitching- ihc planks of a \(mhitq in Taqa, Dhofar on 
the Southern Arabian coast 1996 (photos author) 



Agius 2002: 98-103. 
Ibid., 81; pi. 19b. 
Pedersen 2004: 231. 
See Agius 2002: 100, 111-2. 
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large quantities of nails as well as cordage; 115 Caspar Correia observed 
that thin nails with broad heads were used on ships at Melinde 116 and 
Ludovico di Varthema (fi. 1 6th c) writes about the large number of nails 
applied on planks at a shipyard in Calicut. 117 Yet we cannot take the six- 
teenth-century accounts as conclusive evidence that nails were introduced 
at the coming of the Portuguese. A tale from The Thousand and One Mghts, 
compiled probably before the sixth/twelfth century, seems to suggest that 
shipwrights in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf were in fact using iron 
nails for shipbuilding. 118 Although the setting of most of these tales is 
Baghdad and Basra, we do not know where the narrator/ s came from; 
he/ they could be narrating about customs and practices that were not 
eastern at all but rather referring to Mediterranean iron-fastened planks. 

It needs to be reiterated that the use of cord remained because it 
was such a tried and tested method and was used until quite recendy. 
The debate as to when iron fastening was introduced was recently 
re-opened when a shipwreck was recovered at Kadakkarappally on 
the Malabarian coast: excavations in 2002 and 2003 unearthed a flat- 
bottomed iron-fastened boat 119 which could date from between the 
thirteenth and fifteenth centuries. This is tentative dating until further 
tests are made. It is claimed to be a "unique discovery" in terms of 
the method of construction, the condition of the timber and the use 
of iron-fastened planks 120 and it also predates any record we have on 
the use of iron in the Western Indian Ocean. 

It is possible that the method of iron-fastening planks was copied 
from Chinese and Javanese junks which for centuries, prior to the Por- 
tuguese arrival, moored along the Malabarian shore. Trade contacts 
between Malabar and China, as we have seen in Chapter 3, existed 
during the Sasanian empire (c. 224-651 CE) and throughout the Early 
Medieval Islamic period. It seems that not only Chinese and Javanese 
junks plied the waters of the Malabar coast but there were junks such 
as those described by John of Marignola at Malabar in the fourteenth 



115 De Castanheda 1833: 30. 

116 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 239. 

117 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 152. 

118 Alf layla wa-layla nd., I: 60. 

119 See Tomalin et al. 2004: 253. 

120 Measuring 61.35 ft/ 18.7m by 13.28 ft/4.05 m, the ship has two masts, a double- 
planked hull, a pointed bow and possibly a transom stern, see Tomalin et al. 2004: 
254. 
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century, 121 implying they were Indian junks built in Malabar or that they 
could simply be vessels that resembled Chinese and Javanesejwn^s. The 
features of the Kadakkarappally wreck suggest Chinese influence, as 
well as the fact that iron fastenings were applied to the planks. Finally, 
I should mention that Caspar Correia, the chronicler of Vasco da 
Gama's voyages, in his sixteenth-century text, reports having seen at 
Cannanore, north of Malabar, vessels with iron-fastened planks. He 
made the following observation saying that these vessels were flat-bot- 
tomed (like the Kadakkarappally ship) and that the other ships he saw 
were sewn with coir and had keels. 122 What is interesting to note here 
is the distinction he makes between a flat-bottomed type of vessel and 
a keeled ship, one is nail-planked and the other uses sewn planks. 

In conclusion 

On constructing a sailing vessel, the medieval carpenter made sure 
that she floated upright and that the hull had adequate space for the 
crew, equipment and, of course, cargo. Passengers fitted according to 
the availability of space after the vessel had been cargoed. The vessel 
had to be strong enough for the expected weather and resist sideways 
and foreward movements. The speed and stability of any sailing vessel 
depended on the full-load of a hull; with larger craft, the more car- 
rying capacity, the greater the stability. Other factors are the shape of 
the hull, its surface below the waterline and finally the powering of 
the craft with the sails. 123 By making sure that all these features worked 
in harmony, the medieval carpenter managed to construct vessels that 
were eminentiy seaworthy. 

The stitching of planks with coir was the construction feature that 
obviously intrigued Mediterranean Arab and Western travellers. One 
may speculate, therefore, that such a technique was not in use at the 
time in the Mediterranean, as, if it were, none of the Arab and non- 
Arab travellers would have commented on it. It may be argued that 
the tradition of sewn ships evolved from the raft, the binding of a 
number of logs together, and of stitching of hides. Whatever its ori- 
gins, this long tradition of sewing planks lasted for centuries and, as I 



121 Cathay and the Way Thither 1913-1916, III: 230. 

122 Three Voyages nf Yascv dti dawn 1869: 210 1. 

123 Garrett 1987: 126-8; Grcenhill with Morrison') 1995: 74-90, 1 18-30; McGrail 
2004: 71-7, 192, 286-7, 297, 322; sec also Vosmer 2005: Chapter 2.1. 
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Illustration 48 Sewn East African mtepe: a link with the past 
(after Hawkins 1977: 21) 



have shown, proved very effective, and even though nailed construction 
became common, the preference for sewn construction continued into 
the twentieth century. 

Still to be seen only a few decades ago, another link with the past was the 
now extinct East African double-ended mtepe (pi mitepe) m (illustration 48); 
her construction and design, the sewn planks, the raking straight stem 
and the athwartship timber that extends through the sides of the hull 
are similar overall to the third/ninth-century Belitung shipwreck. 

As we have seen, there is a long tradition of stitching planks in Indian 
Ocean ships. There may be several reasons why certain features in ship 
construction are adopted and though functional advantage such as 
seaworthiness may be one answer, there may well be other reasons. 

The next chapter is about seamanship, the crew, steering and sailing; 
it will discuss other construction features, such as the introduction of 
the axial rudder and the development of the lateen-settee sail during 
the Medieval Islamic period. 



124 Two types of mhpi die known- the mtepe and the dan la mtepe, Hawkins 1977: 
20; Prins 1982: 85-100. An illustration of this 15th-century craft seems to point to a 
mtepe-type, see Garlake & Garlake 1964: 198-200. 
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CHAPTER SIX 



SEAMANSHIP 

\J>J\ 9jJ\ ^jj. 

No (river) at night, tossed by the south wind, 
flooding Iields and dwellings. 

Flinging the ships on their prows and toppling 
the athl and zar trees on its bank(s). 1 

Maymun b. Qays al-A'sha (d. after 625 CE) 

Ancient seafarers would usually make their way as much as possible 
along the coast, not by choice but out of necessity in order to make 
progress against the prevailing winds. Ordinary seamen had special- 
ist skills in varying degrees; they could steer the ship with or without 
navigational aids. Knowledge of land and sea breezes was essential to 
follow the coasdine; in addition mariners observed sea currents, wind 
patterns, the colour of the sea, bird life as well as fish life; and they 
took samples of the seabed; they carried birds on board to determine 
the ship's distance from land. Stars were their guide; their risings and 
settings determined the latitude in order to find their destination. The 
introduction of instruments may have facilitated seafaring but knowledge 
of basic skills and experience were the best facilitators to trans-oceanic 
navigation. 

In this chapter the word seamanship is used in its wider sense to mean 
anything from the crew to the daily management of the ship, including 
aspects of its day-to-day working, such as the monsoon wind systems, 
planning the route, steering, rigging, sails, and the watch at sea. It is 
not intended to be comprehensive; readers who wish for greater detail 



1 Wa-ma ra Hum rmvwahnthu I jaiiiilm/ juimchi I rjirS » h u m IB I dhmnl jnkiiblm I sajlim 
li adhqdnihi/ h n ivmiiii hit ihri alhlaii n n rjml: tnins. Montgomery 1!)!)7: 193. 
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are referred to my previous work, Sea) , / 1 ( //// and Oman: 
The People of the Dhow (2005a). What I present here are some essential 
features of seamanship in the Western Indian Ocean during the Early 
and Middle Medieval Islamic period. 



Mini lime terminology 

Before discussing seamanship, it is necessary to look at Arabic maritime 
terms: The root Im.l.h.l offers a number of words within the concept of 
"sea, transport and travel", thus, the Arabic term milaha, in its general 
sense, means "seafaring", but specifically it implies the art of navigat- 
ing; in this connection milah (without the final / a/) means "the wind 
that blows [the sails of] the ship". 2 From the same root we get milh 
"salt" and in fact "the main body of the sea" is called malha? (figure 3). 
Consider, the sea is called al-hahr id-niiHi (lit. salt sea) as opposed to al- 
bahr al- 'adhb (fit. sweet sea), referring to river, 4 though, bahr on its own 
stands for both "sea" and "river". 5 Attached to the root /m.l.h./ is: 
mallah, the mariner or shipman, whose duty is "to sail ships on salt 
water". 6 The mallah is the helmsman in pre -Islamic poetry, who con- 
ducts a vessel from one place to another safely, thus writes the poet 
al-Nabigha 1-DhubyanI (d. c. 604 CE): 

Out of fear, the helmsman constantly grips 
his rudder, after exhaustion and exertion. 

[yazallu min kha.i liln I <nnti t/ui mti'tasiman 
bil-khayzuranali ha da I- ami wa-l-najadi]. 1 

As a cognate to the Arabic term mallah, there is Aramaic and Hebrew 
malah, H which ultimately come from Akkadian malahu "seaman or boat- 
man". 9 Also from the Arabic root there is milahiyya or mallahiyya "the 



2 Al-Zabldl 1970, VII: 144. 
;i Ibid. 

4 Al-Minhajl 1374/1955, I: 194-6. 

5 Lane 1984, I: 156; other terms for sea arc: qamus/ qanus ''the deepest part", 
qawmas "the main body (of the sea)", khidrim "a great sea", muhit "ocean", ibid., I: 
757; II: 2563. 

6 Al-Zabldl 1970, VII: 143; another term being bahhar, bahri etc., see section on 
"Crew" in this chapter. 

7 See Mongomery 1997: 191. 

8 Gesenius 1906: 572. 

9 Von Soden 1959-1981, II: 593. 



173 




Figure 3 The root-word /m.l.h.l and its derivations 



mariner's workmanship", 10 a rare word, which is superseded by sifana, 
a term which encompasses "the craft or occupation of constructing 
and of navigating ships or boats". 11 

The root I ' s.f.n./ produces the verb safana "to strip off, scrape off etc.", 
a word for careening. Nouns: safari or misfan denotes the carpenter's tool, 
the adze or axe with which the palm trunks are pared; safari means a 
shipbuilder, navigator or shipmaster; 12 safina [s.v] is the classical generic 
term for ship or boat, so called we are told, because she "skim[s] the 
surface of the water" 13 and elsewhere, it is said that "[she] pares the 
sands [by running aground] when the water is little [in depth]..."; 14 
and finally, the same word, safina is an astrological term for the bright 
southern star (Canopus) which guides navigators on the sea and camel 
drivers in the desert (figure 4). 



10 Ibn Sida 1898-1903, X: 28; al-Zabldl 1970, VII: 143. 

11 Lane 1984, I: 1375. 

12 Ibn Sida 1898-1903, X: 23; see also Lane 1984, I: 1375. 

13 IbnManzurnd, III: 2031. 

14 Lane 1984, I: 1375. 
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Figure 4 The root-word I s.f.n. I and its derivations 



Terminology for port or harbour varies from bandar (pi banadir) "a 
port town; port" (< Per < Skt bhandara "storehouse; treasury"); daryabar 
"a sea port"; jurda (pi furad) "small port town"; iskila (pi asakil < Lat) 
"seaport; commerical centre"; kalla '"harbour"; marfa' or murfa'(p\ maraft') 
"a station of ships" from rafa'a "to bring [the ship] near the bank of a 
river"; marsa (pi mardsi) "anchorage", the verb being arsa "to become sta- 
tionary"; mind' or mina (pi mawani or miyan) "port, harbour, anchorage". 

For coastal features, there are the following terms: bar (< Skt) "coast"; 
khalij (pi kuljan or khuluj) "a canal (from a large river)"; sharm (pi shurum) 
"an inlet; small bay" synonymous with klunvr pi k/m Tin: and ra's (pi ru'us) 
"a promontory, cape". Seashore terminology, we have: judda (alsojidda 
or jidd or judd < Nab), hence the place-name Jeddah; shati' (pi shawati' 
or shut'an); sahil (pi sawahil) synonymous with judda and sif (pi asyaf) 
while for riverbanks there is diffa or (/a^ (pi off/a/" ) and jAatt (pi jtoi^ or 
shuttan). Other sea features are ghubba (pi ghubban) for "shallow (area)" 
and lujj or (pi or lijaj) "depth of the sea; fathomless sea". 15 



15 Ibn Sida 1898-1903. X: 27: Lane 1981. I: 259, 386, 783, 821, 1086-7, 1117-8, 
1321; II: 1548-9. 1795, 1937 8, 2222. 2650; Steingass 1977: 517; Wehr 1966: 17, 
317, 664, 858, 936. 
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Principles of navigation 

In his Kitab al-fawa'id fi usul wa-l-qawa'id (Book of Benefits in the Prin- 
ciples of Navigation), Ahmad b. Majid (d. after 906/1500) lists twelve 
Principles of Navigation that constitute the art of seamanship in 
the classic sense. 16 They are as follows: i) lunar mansions (s manzil, 
pi manazil), ii) rhumbs of the compass (s khann, pi akhnari), iii) routes 
(s dira, pi diyar or diyarat), iv) distances between ports due east and west 
(s masafa, pi masafat), v) methods of taking latitude measurements from 
the altitude of the Pole star (s bashT, pi bashiyyat), vi) calculation of lati- 
tude by measurement of star altitude (s qiyas, pi qiyasat), vii) knowledge 
of one's position in relation to localised winds, tides, currents, coasts, 
and their landfalls, islands, mud and sea weed, fish and birds (s ishara, 
pi isharat), 11 viii) revolutions of the sun and the moon [hulul al-shams wa- 
l-qamar), ix) winds and seasons (al-aryah wa-l-mawasim), x) seasons of the 
sea when it is navigable (mawasim al-bahr), xi) instruments of the ship (alat 
al-safina), and xii) relations with the crew and passengers (siyasat) (figure 5). 

The crew 

The crew is a company of men whose duty is to man a ship or a boat; this 
involves the upkeep of the craft and her instruments. The only Islamic 
source which deals comprehensively with crew members on board the 
ship is a Persian work titled Aln-i Akbari (The Rules of [Jalal al-Dln] 
Akbar); 18 it is the third part of a monumental work called Akbar Mama (The 
Book of [Jalal al-Dln] Akbar) compiled by Shaykh Abu 1-Fadl 'Allaml 
(d. 1002/1593). Although this is a late source, it gives us a picture of 
the division of labour among the crew of a Muslim ship in the Indian 
Ocean which could hardly have changed from the classical period. The 
terminology used is Persian (Farsi), Hindi or Arabic (the latter relatively 
few): such a mixture represents the language of Indian Ocean seamen 
at the time and in many respects has remained so till today. 19 



16 A full translation of this work by G. R. Tibbetts, entitled Arab Navigation in the Indian 
Ocean hi fare the Coming of the Portuguese (1981) contains an introduction on the history of 
Arabian navigation, notes on the navigational techniques, topography of the Indian 
Ocean and a glossary of nautical terms. 

17 See also Mookerji 1912: 52; al-Qutaml 1964: 103, 114-5. 

18 Allam! 1872-1877, II: 26; see also 1873, I: 280-1. 

''' Sec my work on seafaring in the Arabian Gulf and Oman 2005a: 127-54. 
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Principles of Navigatioi 



J c 



hulul (shams/qamar) j 



Figure 5: The twelve Principles of Navigal 



From the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) dated 635/1237, a beauti- 
ful picture shows crew members at work on an Indian Ocean ship. 
The Baghdadi scribe and artist, Yahya b. Mahmud al-Wasitl (fl. 7th/ 
13th c), has produced a striking illustration 20 (illustration 49). All 
crew members are dark-skinned; they appear to differ ethnically from 
the pale-skinned passengers seen looking out of the portholes, but 
this may just reflect a life spent in the sun. At the stern, on a high 
platform, the sea captain (or the helmsman) holds two ropes of the 
sail; he is assisted by the chief sailor responsible for the sails, the 
latter is instructing his fellow mariners with rigging; a sailor positioned 



20 BN-Ms 5847, fol. 119v. 
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Illustration 49 The c rew at work on a Perso-Arabian or 
Indian vessel from the Maqamat of al-Hanrl (d. 516/1 122) 
(after al-RamhurmuzT 1883-1886: 90) 



at the foredeck keeps an eye out for shoals, coral reefs and other dan- 
gers; the look-out man sits in the crow's nest while two men of Negroid 
appearance bail water from pitchers through portholes; finally, the 
turbaned passengers, who could be merchantmen, are peeping through 
the portholes, all facing to the right in the direction of the prow It is 
not clear from the illustration what the captain's headgear was; in other 
sources, like the Arabian Mghts, the sea captain wore a turban 21 which 
could be interpreted as a sign of authority, as opposed to the sailors who 



Book of the Thousand Nights 2001, II: 219. 
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wore felt caps. 22 His posture is sitting and he is shown as a large figure 
compared to the rest of the crew, probably an indication of the high 
status that he enjoyed. One finds other sixth/twelfth-century illustra- 
tions showing the sea captain sitting on a platform; 23 a similar posture 
is seen on Bronze Age seals such as that of Mohenjo-Daro. 24 

The number of crew depended on the vessel's size. In general, 
according to Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009), the officers were called 
rubbdniyya and the seamen, bdndniyyaP The ndkhudhd was the highest 
in the hierarchy. Etymologically the term is Persian: ndw "boat, ship" 
and khudd "master", giving the meaning "captain or master of a ves- 
sel or boat". 26 It was a common term though its meaning varied over 
the centuries from one region to another. 27 Al-Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) 
replaces the Persian term for one in Arabic, rabb al-markab (pi arbdb al- 
mardkib), "master of the ship". 28 The term ndkhudhd is still in use to this 
very day among coastal communities in the Gulf and Oman. 

The ndkhudhd (pi nawdkhidha) was the general supervisor in charge 
of the ship and trade, and his responsibility was the safe delivery of 
goods and the passengers; this was the twelfth principle of navigation, 
the siydsdt (see figure 5), a very important part of his relationship with 
the crew and passengers as well as the management of the ship with 
implications for her safety and final destination [siydsdt al-bahr wa- 
muddrdt al-markab). 29 Buzurg b. Shahriyar narrates a story told to him 
by Muhammad b. Babishad in which he comments on the captain's 
moral duty towards the safety of the crew and the merchants (s tdjir, pi 
tujjdr). 30 He recounts that one day while Captain Allama was crossing 
from India to China he noticed by looking at the sea that a gale was 
on its way. He told the crew to first lower the sails, which they did, 
then, "in the voice of a man full of fear", he said: 



22 See for example al-Tabarl 1987, XXXVII: 23, "I extracted 40 arrows from the 
felt cap I had on, and from the rest of the sailors' fell raps'' [naza'tu min lubbdda kdnat 
'alayya arba'ln nassdba wa-min labdbid sd'ir al-malldhin] 1965, XIII (iv): 1960. 

23 Nicolle 1989: 175. 

24 Johnstone 1980: 176-7. 

25 See al-RamhurmuzI 1883-1886: 166. 

* Ibid., 7, 12, 14, 19, 29, 48-9, 62, 65, 129, 165, 174. 

27 See for example its occurrence in the post-medieval Hadraml chronicles, Serjeant 
1974: 22, 34, 40, 57-8, 64, 177. 

28 Al-Masudl 1983, I: 122-3, 126; II: 255. 

29 Tibbetts 1981: 387. 

30 Al-RamhurmuzI 1883-1886: 44-7; idem, 1981: 27-8. 
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Merchants! Which do you prefer? Your goods that you can replace a 
thousand times over, or your lives, that you cannot replace? 

j i i i i i ' ' / / ' / ; in i ' i all 'head 

aw nufusukuii h T Id i 'da laha\. n 

The merchants were surprised because the sea was so calm and they 
were reluctant to jettison their goods. Only after he and his crew 
boarded the lifeboat, filled it with jars of water and food and were 
about to sail away, did the merchants realize what the captain meant, 
and they called them back. They agreed to throw everything into the 
sea. As it happened, the gale struck the ship although she was not lost, 
so the captain's wisdom and experience had proved correct. The crew 
and the merchants reached an island and there they found not only their 
jettisoned goods but merchandise from other ships that were wrecked. 
Central to this story is the willingness to serve and follow instructions 
on the part of the crew for, as Ibn Majid (d. after 906/1500) cautioned, 
if the captain could not rely on the crew the safety of the ship would 
be in peril. 32 

Nakhudha was a tide also given to the shipowner; 33 he would often be 
a merchant to trade goods for himself and/ or others. Several examples 
of this exist in the Genizah letters; 34 some carried both roles of ship- 
owners and sea captains, so the distinction between the roles was often 
blurred. 

Muslim geographers provide some interesting information, albeit 
passing references, on skilled captains and the way people judged 
them. A number of them left their native place, Persia, during the 
third/ninth and fourth/tenth century and settled in towns on the 
coast of Yemen, the Red Sea and East Africa. 35 Among the most 
knowledgeable and experienced captains were the Persians, the Sirafis 
in particular. Buzurg b. Shahriyar informs us that large vessels were 



:il Ibid, 1883-1886: 44; 1981: 27. 

32 Ibn Majid 1971: 241. 

33 See for example al-RamhurmuzI (Ahmad b. 'All b. Muffir, ". . . one of the best 
shipowners to have sailed the seas ... [1883-1886: 12; idem, 1981: 8]); (Muhammad 
1). Babishnd. '"...his disiineiion as a shipowner and his well-known name at sea..." 
[1883-1886: 98; idem, 1981: 57] ). In all instances Freeman-Grenvillc renders nakhudha 
correcdy as "shipowner". 

34 Margariti 2002: 220. 

35 Al-Mas'udl 1983, I: 123. Shipowners/sea captains, navigators and merchants 
from Persia, a great number of them settled in these regions. Persian shipbuilders and 
mariners by far exceeded that of any other region, reports al-MuqaddasI (1906: 18). 
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commanded by "sea captains [that] were well-known and respected" 
[wa-nawakhidl i \.''' In one- 

story he tells us of a shipmaster, Abu Abdallah b. Babishad b. Haram 
b. Hammawayh, who sailed to the Land of Gold, i.e. Sumatra and 
Java; 37 he was considered 

one of the best informed God's creatines in nautical matters, and one 
of the best and most respected sailors . . . 

|. . .iai-(i rtifu klialtj Allah hi-ainr al-lmhr lat-niin /ulltil al-hahnyyln . . .]."" 

One Sirafi sea captain, the same author recounts, was Abu 1-Zahr 
al-Barkhatl, a Magian (i.e. Zoroastrian), who was regarded as a "man 
of integrity" and one to whom the mariners listened and merchants 
"entrusted [their] goods and children" [. . . wa-yastawdi'unahu amwalahum 
wa-awladahum]. ? ' 9 The port of Siraf, as we have seen in Chapter 3, was 
an impressive place; it was the meeting place of mariners and mer- 
chants from all over the Indian Ocean. Sirafi mariners are described 
by al-Istakhri (fl. 340/951-2) as men who passed their whole life on a 
ship; he reports: "they did not leave the ships for some 40 years" [lam 
yakhruj min al-safina nahwa arba'Tn sana]. i0 Al-Mas'udl met many Sirafi 
skippers on his voyages to West India, East Africa and China; he lists 
a few: Muhammad b. al-Raydum al-Slrafi, Jawhar b. Ahmad, Ahmad 
al-Samad and Abd al-Rahlm b. JaTar al-Slrafi. 41 Although he does 
not comment on their lives or achievement it is understood that they 
were skippers of some fame otherwise he would not mention them. 
Furthermore, Omanis and Yemenites were also known for their good 
skills and boldness in crossing the Indian Ocean. 42 

Sailing as far as China 43 and returning to Siraf was an accom- 
plishment considering the many difficulties and mishaps the seamen 
encountered; thus reports Buzurg b. Shahriyar about one remarkable 
sea captain, Abhara: 



36 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 165. 

37 Ibid., 7. 

Ibid., 5; idem, 1981: 4. 
39 Ibid., 1883-1886: 19; 1981: 13. 
10 Al-Istakhri 1870: 138. 

41 Al-Masudi 1983, I: 123. 

42 See al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 150: al-Masudl 1983, I: 114, 122-3. 

43 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1981: 5, 13-14, 27, 49-52, 54, 58, 62-4, 99, 103, 111. 
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No one has done it without an accident. If a man reached China w ithout 
dying on the way, it was already a miracle. Returning safe and sound \\ as 
unheard of. I have never heard tell of anyone, except him | Abhara], who 
had made the two voyages there and back without mishap. 

\\ca-lam raknn .salak f/ab/n/iii ila t-Sfn U/fi man glmrrar laa-lam rasnta' anna a/ia- 
dan salakahu wa-salim usa-'ada qattfa-in salim fi l-mudiyy fa-huwa 'a/ah fa-la 
yakad yaslam fi l-'awda wa-ma sami'tu ami i i nab aa-l-maji' 

sawah]. u 

Considering the monsoonal winds and the risks taken to sail to China, 
it must have demanded good nautical skills as well as experience and 
foresight. 

The ocean-going navigator, mu'allim (pi mu'allimun or ma'dlima) occu- 
pied the second chief post among the crew. 45 In order to carry out his 
job effectively he had to master the twelve principles described earlier 
(figure 5). His job started while the ship was still at anchor; he set up 
the compass (when that was available) and made sure that both the 
captain and the crew would adhere to his warnings. 46 He had a number 
of duties but inspection of the gear and the ship's loading were perhaps 
the most important; the latter, of course, was to do with keeping the 
ship at a balance and the cargo properly secured when rough weather 
struck the ship. The navigator liaised with the captain at all times and 
his relationship to his crew and passengers, the upkeep of the vessel and 
the instruments carried on board formed part of the nautical etiquette, 
the siydsdt (or twelfth principle of navigation). 4 ' The mu'allim maintained 
order and punished any insubordination even to death. His deputy was 
called sarhang and occasionally he took charge of the ship, but his main 
job was to supervise the docking and landing of the ship. 

Although sea captains and navigators followed the code of conduct, 
there were inevitably those among them who were not of good moral 
standing: Buzurg b. Shahriyar relates of a certain sea captain called 
Marzaban who treated merchants badly on board the ship; he com- 
ments, "no sea-captain was more dishonest than [him]" [lam yakun fi 



44 Ibid., 1883-1886: 85; 1981: 50. 

45 On mu'allim, see Ferrand 1923-1928, III: 180-3. 

46 Al-Ramhurmuzl, 1981: 49. 

47 For further details on this so-called branch of navigational science see Tibbetts 
1981: 387-91. 
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rubdniyyat al-bahr aglam min al-Marzaban hadha].* 8 We also have reports 
of pilots who were not up to their job; Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 
779/1377) says that one pilot he observed was not competent enough 
to navigate the ship to Malabar and were it not for God's grace, he 
comments, the ship would have ran aground. 49 On the other hand, 
we have an example of the good shipmaster, Abu 1-Zahr al-Barkhatl, 
mentioned earlier. In one of his voyages to China, his ship was sailing 
in the Malay Sea near the borders of China when a gale arose. The 
passengers, trembling with fear, lost all hope of rescue but Abu Zahr 
reassured them that 

All of us captains are bound by oaths. We are sworn not to expose a 
ship to a loss. 

\imlum ina'.shar (d-ruhhdnirra 'alanui (d-'uhud art-l-ii/mcddid/ an Id na'rttd sa/iimlan 
ilal-'atab].™ 

The deep-sea navigators would have been well equipped to sail across 
the ocean. It was the service of these skilled seamen that Vasco da Gama 
(d. 1524) was able to obtain for his crossing from Malindi to Calicut. 51 
By the time the Portuguese arrived on the East African coast in the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth century, a large number of skilled Indian 
captains, together with merchants and agents (s wakil, pi wukala') had 
setded there; their fame became increasingly important from the thir- 
teenth century. Not only did they man vessels, some were also owners 
and others even financed large vessels. It would not, therefore, be an 
exaggeration to say that Indians were, at the time of the coming of 
the Portuguese, masters of the Indian Ocean triangle trade not only 
as pilots but also as merchants. 52 

A sea captain or pilot was also called rubbun pi rubbdina, rubbanun 
or rubbaniyya); this name was also used for the coastal pilots, indeed it 
remains so today. 53 The word comes from Old Semitic which can be 
traced as far as the Akkadian *ribbdnu and later Aramaic ribbon. 54 It is 



48 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 95; idem, 1981: 55. 

49 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 186-7; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 856-7. 

50 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1981: 14; idem, 1883-1886: 22. 

51 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 82. 

52 As an example see the Yemenite fiscal survey dated 815/1412, Mulakhkhas al-fitan 
of al-Hasan b. 'All 1-HusaynI in Serjeant 1974: 10, 25 seq.. and Rex Smith's translation 
of this treatise with annotations (2006). 

53 Agius 2005a: 131-2. 

54 Glidden 1942: 71. The Arabic term rubbdn is common on the shore of the Arabian 
Sea up to modern times (eg Soq rebehon and Had rabbari). 
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clear from Ibn Battuta's description of the native use of the term in the 
Red Sea and the Southern Arabian coast, that it was equivalent to "sea 
captain". He says that the crew on board his ship, which was heading 
from Suakin to Yemen, were calling the man in charge, rubbdn, 55 and at 
Zafar (Salalah today) too, the people at the port were addressing their 
captain in the same manner. 56 His duties were as important as that of 
a ndkhudhd and mu'allim combined. 

Navigating the ship in the Red Sea or Persian Gulf required good 
skills, most importantly the ability to steer her away from coral reefs 
and shoals. Some of these coral reefs were elusive: for example, a great 
reef in the Arabian littoral of the Persian Gulf was noted by al-ldrlsl 
(d. 560/1 165) who warned of the danger ships would encounter if they 
steered in this direction: "from time to time the reef shows and then 
is hidden beneath the waters" [. . .ya^har minhu al-qalil fi ba'd al-amdkin 
wa-yaghib fi ghayrihd]. 57 To monitor these obstacles, the rubbdn stood 
on the foredeck of the vessel, or took a position in the crow's nest, 
"to warn the steersman of rocks" [)tti t [lib /iI-miI i j 

There is no better way to describe a rubbdn in the Red Sea than Ibn 
Jubayr (d. 614/1217) who compares him to 

a cavalier [who] manages a horse that is light on the bridle and tractable. 

\tasnf al-Jaris lil-jawad al-ratb al-'indn al-salis al-qiyilil ' |. ''' 

A ship had a secretary or an accountant, karrdni, 60 a term that occurs 
in early and modern Arabic sources. He kept a record of the names of 
sailors and passengers, the type of cargo and the volume of its weight, 
as we learn from Ibn al-Mujawir's (d. 690/1291) description at the 
arrival of the ship in the port of Aden. 61 

The sailors were called khaldsT and their chief tandil; other sources give 
bahri, bahhdr (pi bahhdra or bahhdrun or bahriyyun), bahara and bahriyya 



55 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 163; idem, 1958-2000, II: 364. 

56 Ibid., 1968, II: 198; 1958-2000, II: 383. Ibn Battuta, however, applied the term 
ra'is for captain, a word known to him in Morocco and the Mediterranean, still used 
including the Red Sea region; see also al-Muqaddasi 1906: 31. 

57 Al-ldrlsl 1994, I: 162. 

58 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 163; idem, 1958-2000, II: 364; see also al-Muqaddasi 1906: 
12; idem, 2001: 11. 

59 Ibn Jubayr 1907: 67; idem, 1952: 69. 

60 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 202, also karin (ibid., 61) and kirani; see Ibn Battuta 
1958-2000, II: 383. 

61 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 138-9. The karrdni's role can be compared to the 
scribe in the records of Genoese shipping, see Byrne 1930: 59. 
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(coll.); also bananiyya (s banani), ghadiif or ghadtf, mallah (pi mallahuri), nuti 
(pi nawati), sari (pi sarariyyun or surra'). 62 

The helmsman, sukkan-gir, had an important job: he managed the 
rudder. Arabic sources list him as sahib al-sukkan, i.e. "master of the rud- 
der" 63 or al-musakkin. M His position was at the stern of the vessel, sitting 
atop a platform. He had to sit high enough in order to have a full view 
of the ship, the sea, and to follow the sea captain's instructions. 

The sailor in charge of the sail was called dari or kharwah. Often the 
sewn vessel would leak; a sailor called gunmati would plug leaks and fix 
other damage. We are told, for example, it was customary on board the 
Red Sea jalba [s.v] to have four divers whose job, apart from greasing 
the hull with fish oil, was to dive while the ship was sailing to repair the 
leaks. When they dived they blocked their nose with wax. As soon as 
they heard the water murmuring through the leaks they sealed the hole 
with wax or palm leaf; in one day they would fix 20 to 30 holes. 65 A 
carpenter, najjar (pi najjdriin), sometimes assisted by other sailors, attended 
to the major repairs or damage that a vessel required during a voyage 
or at anchorage. Pulling the ships onto the shore and pushing them to 
the sea would have caused damage; as most of the planks of medieval 
Indian Ocean ships at the time were sewn, replacement of, for example, 
the ship's ends, was practical and economical (see Chapter 5). 

The bailer, banduli, bailed water collected at the bilges; 66 one can see 
in (lie Mat/ama/ illustration 49), two bailers with amphora containers 
working from the bottom of the ship. Sewn ships were renowned for 
the quantity of water that seeped through the planks; as Friar Jordanus 
(d. c. 1330) observed, the bailers on Indian sewn vessels, "always, or 
almost always, [had] to stand to bale out the water". 67 

The look-out man , or did a had an important function: to 
warn the pilot against rocks, corals, pirates, and, of course, to inform 
all on board of the sight of land. This was the job of an expert sea- 
man. However, the pilot, as noted earlier, would also sometimes fulfil 
this function by sitting on top of the ship's mast to observe the winds 
and the flowing movements of the sea. 



62 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 94, 142, 165; Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 25-9; see 
also Serjeant 1974: 87. 

63 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 12; idem, 2001: 11; al-Ramhrmuzi 1883-1886: 96. 

64 Ibn Majid 1971: 202, 242. 

63 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 127r-v. 

66 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 90. 

67 Cathay and the Way Thither I860. 1: 53. 

68 See for example al-RamhurmuzT 1883-1886: 91. 
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Provisions for the ship and the crew were cared for by the bhanddri. 
Food was prepared by a cook, khabbdz, who made unleavened bread 
called khubz- Fish was the staple food. Fried fish was considered to be 
fighter on the stomach or it could be made into a soup. A movable 
wooden box was used to cook food; it had a hatch at the top to let 
the smoke escape. The water for crew members and passengers was, 
according to a European report, 69 carried in wooden cisterns placed 
on each side of the main mast, as is the custom on dhows. 70 Some 
Indian ships, however, used barrel-shaped jars called mdtabdn. 11 Pyrard 
(d. 1621) observed that the cisterns held more water than the jars as 
they had holes to draw water. But, he argued, such a cistern could lose 
all its water if it was hit by a cannon-shot, or the water could become 
easily contaminated and go bad. No mention of these jars or cisterns 
is found in the Arabic sources. 

Slaves were not used on board cargo-passenger vessels, but if the 
information about Sindbad the merchant-sailor in the Arabian Nights 
is true, slaves may have taken supervisory roles on board. Sindbad, 
reports: 

I hired [for a ship I bought in Basra] a master and sailors, over whom 
I set my black slaves and my pages as superintendents, and I embarked 
in it my bales. 

\iai-liiklarmiu Itilul rarrisan ica-halirirra ntrjiml alaxhd ahull a-a-^lutlnulm ica- 
anzaltu fiha humulT]/ 1 

The tales of the "Seven Voyages of Sindbad" revolving around Baghdad 
and Basra are obviously mythical but the setting and background, the 
harbour activity, the ship and her crew, the navigating and shipwrecks 
described in them may well be based on reality 



Physical nature of the Western Indian Ocean 

Muslim geographical works, as noted in Chapter 1 , generally describe the 
Western Indian Ocean as made up of three different seas: the Red Sea, 
Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea, all three seas encircle the Arabian 
Peninsula. Consider al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c) 



69 Voyage of Francis Pyrard 1887-1890, I: 258. 

70 Such as the fintas on the bum in Kuwait, see Agius 2002: 173. 

71 Voyage of Francois Pyrard 1887-1890, I: 258-9. 

72 Thousand and One Mights 1979-1981, III: 50-1; Alf tavla ivadmia nd., Ill: 134. 
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who sailed around the three seas and the details he gives about the 
physical nature of the coast, the winds, currents, tides, reefs, islands as 
well as the dangers encountered: 

1, m\ self, have travelled over it a distance of about two thousand far- 
sakhs, and have gone around the entire Peninsula from al-Qulzum to 
Abbadan. . . . 

\iva-amma ana fa-sirtu fill nahwa alfay farsakh wa-durtu 'aid l-Jarjra kulli , n 
al-Qulzum ilri 'Abbadan ...|. 7 ' 

Farsakh is the word used to denote the distance covered on foot in one 
hour or "marching mile". 74 At one time it was calculated to be three 
"Arab" miles, each measuring one thousand ba', equivalent in modern 
times to 3.7 miles (6 km). 

The Red Sea was difficult to navigate because of the shallowness of 
the water and the coral reefs 75 and the frequent changes in the direc- 
tion of the wind. In winter the winds are north-east across the Arabian 
region, while in summer the winds blow from the north or north-west 
in the northern region of the Red Sea, and west or south-west over the 
southern coasts. 

The winds in the Persian Gulf are for most of the year north-westerly. 
The Iranian littoral has reefs and the banks are of sand, mud and rock 
but with a deeper clearage. Unlike the Iranian coast which is mountain- 
ous, the Arabian coast is generally low, with reefs and shoals. In the 
Gulf of Oman winds vary according to the south-west monsoon in the 
northern part of the Arabian Sea: in winter the winds are northerly 
while in summer they change to southerly. 

The Arabian Sea lies between Arabia and India to the north while to 
the southeast of Socotra Island is the sea's southern boundary, stretching 
from the coast of East Africa to the west coast of India. Sailing in the 
Arabian Sea depended on the predictability of the monsoon winds. 



73 Al-Muqaddasl2001: 9; idem, 1906: 10. 

74 Per farsang iStcingass 1977: 918) is a unit of distance based on the march of an 
infantry about 2.48 mi/4 km and cavalry is about 3.7 mi/6 km, < Mid Per frasang < 
( )ld Pit ■■'paml/tttiiga; found in Handout- and Arm iplion. (,r mpr/.orr/ytic :Liddell & Scott 
1 !).->:!: l:(2:i : S\t*/W/«, see Pavnc Smith 1903: 163: W. llinz. "FarsaMi \" in Encyclopaedia 
of Islam, volumes I-XII (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1960-2004; second edition), II: 812-3; see 
for example al-MuqaddasI 1906: 2, 61, 68-69; idem, 2001: 2, 58-9, 65-6. 

75 Coral reefs include "fringing and barrier reefs, simple island reefs and atolls", 
Western Arabia 1946: 66. 
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The chief harbours such as Basra, Cambay, Mangalore and Aden 
offered good shelter for the ocean-going vessels. Mooring conditions 
dictated the design of the ship, and since many medieval ports, like 
Siraf, Sohar, Calicut and Quilon were exposed anchorages; 76 they were 
used by coastal vessels of shallow draft, designed to manoeuvre the 
land and sea breezes. 



Monsoon wind systems 

Sailing close to the coast has its dangers. These consist mainly of being 
driven on to a lee-shore, hit by hidden rock and sand-bank, caught 
by strong tides or sucked into whirlpools. However, the mariners were 
in tune with the natural rhythms of the lunar tides and the currents 
attributed to the principal winds; the shamdl (north), janub (south), dabur 
(west) and qabul (east). 77 They worked in harmony with these, adapting 
their sailing to their vagaries. 

The maritime calendar was divided into two halves: the south-west 
monsoon, from April to end of August was called the mawsim al-kaws 
and the north-east monsoon, nh al-saba (or nh al-azyab) from October 
to March. These sailing seasons were referred to as mawdsim al-asjar or 
mawdsim al-riydh (i.e. the seasons of winds). 78 Therefore, the term mawsim 
meant "season", a period of time in which ships could sail safely from 
x to y. Eastbound, cargo ships from Yemen would depart for India with 
the south-west monsoonal winds which enabled them to sail to China 
in one season. However, archaeological and textual evidence from 
Southwest India (i.e. the Maldives and Sri Lanka), shows that during 
the monsoon period, ships sailing eastbound had to make a stop, usually 
in South India, before proceeding to the Far East. 79 Going westbound, 
ships had to cover their voyage in two seasons: from China up to India 
with the north-westerly winds was the first stage, with one stop waiting 
for the south-west winds in mid-October in order to complete their 
voyage to Yemen or the Persian Gulf. 



76 Tibbetts 1981: 145, 152. 

77 Al-Mas udl 1 983, II: 22 1 ; other winds and the theory of them, see Tibbetts 1 98 1 : 
142-4, 270-1, 382-7. 

78 Refer to my discussion on the monsoon winds and terminology in Agius 2005a: 
193-7. 

79 Carswell 1993: 156. 



188 



There are three different periods in the year: one is for sailing, the 
second one marks the time the trading fleet returns to the port and 
finally, there is the period when the port is closed for shipping; the latter 
is called al-ghalq or banadir al-ghalq. The opening of the season for sail- 
ing is called futuh mawasim. For sailing, the navigator used a system for 
dating according to the solar year; he could not use the Islamic lunar 
year as there is no correlation between the months and the seasons. The 
maritime calendar was based on a system of numbering consecutively 
from 1 to 365 days, using no months. The first day of the maritime year 
was called nayruz (< Per naw-roz "new day") according to the Persian 
calendar (also called the calendar of Yazdagird). The Sasanian monarch 
Yazdagird III (632-651) ordered the standard official date to be on 16 
June 632. Like the Persian calendar, the 365-day maritime year had 
a discrepancy of a quarter of a day that occurred at the time of the 
equinox every year in a cycle of four years; this eventually was rectified 
by intercalating one day every four years in order to adjust the shortfall 
of a quarter of a day every year. The navigator memorized the table, 
so that, for instance, on a journey from Malabar to Sind (round the 
Laccadives), a ship departing Day 100 arrived Day 150 or Day 160, 
corresponding from 2 March to end of April. 150 



Routes 

There were two main routes in the Indian Ocean; they were described 
in Chou-ku-fei (written 1 178), by Ibn Majid (written 1489-90) and Duarte 
Barbosa (written 1501-7). One route was used by small ships all along 
the northern coasts and the other by the larger ships across the high 
seas. Sri Lanka was the meeting point for ships coming from the Persian 
Gulf, the Red Sea and East Africa and it was described as such by the 
Egyptian Nestorian, Cosmas Indicopleustes circa sixth century CE: 

From all India, Persia and Ethiopia many ships came to this island, and 
it likewise sends out many of its own, occupying as it does, a kind of 
central position. . . . 81 



Tibbetts 1981: 365-6, sec "Table of Monsoon Dates". 
Cosmas 1897: 337. 
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The duration of the voyage from the Persian Gulf to China (Muscat — 
Quilon — Kalah — Canton) was about three months. This was, of course, 
in relatively fair winds, but under rough weather, the Chinese travel- 
ler I-Tsing (d. 713 CE) reports that a voyage from Sri Lanka to Java 
alone could take 3 months, allowing time for stopping at anchorage for 
repair and leakage. 82 The return trip was divided as follows: setting out 
in November from Canton to Aceh (Sumatra) lasted 40 days and in 
January, from Aceh to Dhofar or Aden was about 60 days. Buzurg b. 
Shahriyar reports having heard in 317/929 that it took a sea captain, 
Isma'llawayh exactly 48 days to sail from Kalah, on the west coast of 
Malaysia, to Sohar. 83 If we take, for example, the distance between 
Muscat and Quilon, about 1,562 miles (2,513 km), with a reasonably 
favourable wind, the journey would take some 28 to 30 days, thus 
covering about 50 miles (80 km) a day. With a north-easterly wind, Ibn 
Battuta's ship sailed from Calicut to Zafar on the Southern Arabian 
coast in 28 days. 84 Both Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta give us a rough 
idea of how long their voyage lasted from one port to another. From 
Maabar (Coromandel Coast) to Zanzibar, reports Marco Polo, was 20 
days, and Vasco da Gama was informed that the journey from Malindi 
(on the East African coast) to India would take 30 days; 85 however, 
Marco Polo claims that with the "continual southward set of the cur- 
rent", the journey might take 90 days. 86 

During the months from June to August, strong winds blow and all 
ports on the west coast of India are closed. For ships sailing in a west- 
erly direction, they catch the north-easterly light winds from October 
to March. Persian, Arabian, Indian and Chinese merchants had to 
trade when the western shores of India and the Southern Arabian 
coast were open, while during the summer months, seamen did repair 
work and careened their ships when the coasts were closed for sailing. 
Wooden ships were regularly repaired every three years and replaced 
every ten years. The annual trading fleet headed southwards, down the 
East African coast, starting from mid-October to mid-November with 



82 Radhakamal Mukerjee, A History of Indian Civilization (nd) cited by Tripati & Raut 
2006: 865. 

83 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 133. 

84 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 196; idem, 1958-2000, II: 382. 

85 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 82. 

86 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 263. 
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favourable winds. Ships came from the Red Sea, or the Persian Gulf, 
calling first at Aden. Indian ships would have also crossed directly from 
the West Indian coast to the shores of East Africa. 



Maps and portulan charts 

One day, on the shore of Aden, al-Muqaddasi (fl. second half of the 
4th/ 10th c) met Shaykh Abu 'All b. Hazim, a most knowledgeable 
merchant, whose ships sailed to the furthest parts of the Indian Ocean, 
and said, 

God support the Shaykh! My mind is preplexed concerning this sea, so 
great is the number of conflicting accounts of it. 

[ayyada Allah al-shaykh gad hara 'aqli fi hadha l-bahr li-kathrat al-ikhtilaf Jih] . 87 

The shaykh squatted, and with a finger, drew the Indian Ocean from 
East Africa to China. Al-Muqaddasi realised that, helpful as the official 
maps could be, they were no match for the hard-won practical knowl- 
edge of men such as the shaykh, "chief of the merchants", who had 
sailed the seas for many years and knew every inch of the coastline. 
I wonder if early Arab(ian) or Persian navigators ever had access to 
world maps; the charting of the Indian Ocean, drawing the coast lines 
in the forms of tongues and birds is what the Classic and Early Medi- 
eval geographers (eg al-Muqaddasi and Ibn Hawqal) had produced. 
It was the geographer al-Idrlsi (d. c. 560/1 165) who first drew a world 
map in 549/ 1 1 54 following the Greek and Roman models. A more 
detailed and accurate map was drawn by the geographer Hamd Allah 
MustawfT 1-QazwInI (d. after 740/1339-40), based on the work of 
Ptolemy's (fl. 2nd century CE) Geographia (Geographike Hyphegesis), 
which was, until then, not known to Europeans. 88 Ptolemy's work was 
in fact revolutionary to the medieval world for it maintained that the 
earth was not flat but a sphere; the book included a list of topographi- 
cal features with their latitudes and, interestingly, set out the principles 



87 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 11; idem, 2001: 9. 

Al-Idnsl's map shows the earth round while a Carta Catalana of 1375 presents it 
as flat. Some progress was made with the 1474 Genoese world map by Paolo Toscanelli, 
a Florentine physii ian and tteogniphcr. it shows a large Asia, the northern section of 
the African continent look- proportionately correct but not East Africa, Arabia and 
the rest of the Indian Ocean. 
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by which one could find the longitude. The latter was not understood 
until centuries later when the Europeans, by trial and error, discovered 
the way to determine longitudinally one's own position. The Chinese 
might have perfected this before the Portuguese entered the Indian 
Ocean in 1487. 

When western portulan charts were made in the thirteenth cen- 
tury, they were illustrated with wind-roses to mark rhumb directions 
for prevailing winds; the manuals had important information such as 
distances and coastal bearings, markings as to where rocks, shoals and 
reefs were found, depths and anchorage, and, importantly, when tides 
occurred. Such portulans could have existed among Persians, Arabians 
and Indians for when Marco Polo (d. 1323) sailed the Indian Ocean, 
he reports having seen pilots with good charts. 89 But there is no evi- 
dence of these charts nor did Ahmad b. Majid (d. after 906/1500) and 
Sulayman al-Mahrl (d. 917/1511) in their text point to any definitive 
nautical charts except for a reference to a mapping of some islands. 90 
But again information about charts in the east comes from the west. 
Between 1503 and 1508, the Italian traveller Ludovico di Varthema 
(fl. 1 6th c) met Arabian navigators on his voyage from the Red Sea to 
the Indian Ocean who had compasses and charts [E con nostri Piloti delle 
sue bussole e carte al corso del mare necessarie grandi obseruatori . . .]. 91 It is an 
intriguing passage because firstly, as Badger remarked, the information is 
contemporary to the arrival of the Portuguese, and secondly it confirms 
that the navigators were in possession of such nautical instruments. I 
shall discuss the use of compass below. If Di Varthema's claim that 
he saw charts in the hands of pilots is to be taken as a fact, then the 
Portuguese story about the Moor from Gujarat (the celebrated Malemo 
Cana or Canaqua) 92 showing Vasco da Gama (d. 1524) a sea-chart, 
according to Joao de Barrros (fl. 16th c), is on firmer ground. 93 



89 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 225, 266. Tibbetts (1981: 4) claims that the pilots were 
Arabians but this is purely a guess. 

90 See Ferrand 1924: 210; idem 1923-1928, III: 237; Da Mota 1964: 72. 

91 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 31-2. 

1,2 Malemo Cana or Canaqua, the latter is the Indian kanaka for "astrologer", see 
Tibbetts 1981: 9. 

93 It was at Malindi, in modern day Kenya where Vasco da Gama seemingly picked 
up the pilot of Gujarat who then piloted his ship to Calicut. The actual name was not 
given and the common Arabian theory is that the Moor of Gujarat was Ibn Majid. 
The event is sanctioned by al-Nahrawall (d. c. 990/1582) in his al-Barq al-Tamani fil- 
fatli al-'l'lhmmn (The Lustrous [Chronicle] of the Yemen on the Ottoman [Conquest]) 
in which he refers to "... a skilful navigator named Ahmad b. Majid", an Arabian of 
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Another story, about how Alfonso de Albuquerque (d. 1515) acquired 
a map from a Moor, is not to be taken as an alternative to De Barrros' 
account of Vasco da Gama being given a sea chart, but rather to con- 
solidate what we know of Indian Ocean pilots having sea-charts that 
included Arabia and India: it is reported that De Albuquerque, on 
leaving the city of Qalhat, north of Sur, told the Moorish pilots that 
he had in his possession a chart made by a certain t Umar 94 who had 
accompanied Vicente Sodre in 1503. 95 The chart contained all the 
harbours, towns and places of the coasts of the Persian Gulf 96 We 
are told that this chart was of great value because not only could the 
Portuguese ships obtain access to the ports along the Omani coast, but 
that the captain-major and officers could check on whether the Moorish 
pilots were guiding their ships correctly or not. 97 



There is no direct evidence of Indian Ocean pilots being equipped 
with manuals, but there is an intriguing reference to their use by al- 
MuqaddasI who claims to have met captains, who had 

in their possession navigation instructions which they studied carcfulK 
together and on which they rely completely proceeding according to 
what is in them. . . . 

[wa-ra'aytu ma'ahum dqfatir ft dhc 



Najdl descent, who discussed with the "Franks" (i.e. the Portuguese) the sea route from 
Malindi to Calicut, see Hopkins 1990: 326. However, there is no consensus about the 
truth of this event among the Portuguese sources, nor is it mentioned explicitly by 
Ibn Majid himself. He would have heard of the Portuguese whom he referred to as 
' but appai I i ii iii! I ii m. If he had, it seems strange that 

he does not mention this historical event. 

94 In the fortress of Socotra which was taken by the Portuguese in 1 506, there was 
one Moor by the name of Umar who was taken prisoner; this, I suppose, could be 
the 'Umar that De Albuquerque obtained the map from, see Commentaries 1875-1884, 
I: 52. 

95 Sodre's vessel was wrecked and drowned off the Curia Muria Islands in July or 
August 1503. The sixteenth-century chronicler Caspar Correia reports that his brother's 
(Bras Sodre) vessel was also wrecked at anchor but he and his crew escaped to land, 
see Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 376, fn. 1. 

"" Coiiiimiilaiies 1875-1884, I: 67. 

97 Ibid., I: 52. 67: II: xlii: also Time Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 376. 
911 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 10-11; idem, 2001: 9. 
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We have no clue as to what these nautical "instructions" were about. 
His silence about the content of these manuals raises our suspicions as 
to what langauge they were written in. It seems they were in Persian, 
a language that al-MuqaddasI was not familiar with. What is also 
interesting is his reference to a sea chart" but there he stops. He gives 
no detail. Nonetheless, his account is a unique source of information 
in terms of the nautical knowledge at the time. He remarks that these 
people were aware of the winds, anchorages and the sea, he writes: "I 
questioned [their knowledge] , about the conditions on it, and about its 
limits. . ." [fa-sa'altuhum 'anhu wa-'an asbabih wa-hududifi\, m) even though 
he refrains from providing us with any of their answers. 

We have no record to show how the ancient navigator, with neither 
compass nor chart, set and kept course for his destination, but we can 
assume that before the magnetic needle was discovered, the sun and 
the stars served the sea captain or helmsman well 101 and that his long 
experience and visual memory replaced the chart. In one of Buzurg b. 
Shahriyar's (d. 399/1009) stories we are informed that an experienced 
sea captain would have spent a whole night 

studying the stars, and recognising the position of the constellations, so 
as to fix in his memory how to go and come back. 

| rdt/i/it/nmi aid l-mijum lai-yullitihhiluluun aid niandrjl al-kaicdkili ica-jilidl al- 
i i/T ica-l na da] ln ' 

Mention of pilot manuals does not occur specifically in earlier Arabic 
sources, except for one reference to a Persian guide in 587/ 1191. 103 
Whether Arabians in general used the Persian version is not known. 
These guides were drafted after the Persian (rahnama) m or Indian model 
and they contained information about coastiines, currents etc., and it is 
almost certain that the Arabic navigational treatise written by Ahmad 
b. Majid (d. after 906/1500) was based on these models. 



99 Ibid. 

100 Ibid., 1906: 10-11. 

101 See for example Ibn Jubayr 1952: 67. 

108 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 32; idem, 1981: 19. 

103 Iskandar-nama (Romance of Alexander:, a poem written by Nizaml of Ganja, see 
Hasan 1928: 129-30. 

104 The Persian term rahnama (see Steingass 1977: 565, 1380) developed into Arabic 
mi 'imiim or mhmaiiqj, thus the /m/ was switched with /n/, a common phonetic feature 
( ailed metathesis and the final Persian /-a/ or /-aj/ became Arabic final /-i/. 
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Maritime manuals consisted of star positions, latitudes, bearings and 
physical descriptions of land, islands etc., a framework comparable to 
the Chinese sailing instructions that survived in the fifteenth-century 
Wu bei zhi (Treatise on Military Preparedness). 10 '' Undoubtedly, Indian 
Ocean mariners, irrespective of their language and culture, were aware 
of each other's knowledge of sailing directions. The Indian tradition in 
navigation was well known to both Persians and Arabians. There are 
indications that Sulayman al-Tajir, when composing the Akhbdr al-Sin 
wa-l-Hind (News on China and India) around 237/851, had available 
Indian navigational works. 

Ibn Majid, the author of Kitab al-fawa'id fiusul wa-l-qawa'id (Book of 
Benefits in the Principles of Navigation) composed in 895/1489-90, 
wrote that he had seen a Persian copy of a rahndma, dated as early as 
580/1184-5, transcribed by the grandson of Layth b. Kahlan. This 
Layth, on compiling data from a Persian rahndma (manual of sailing 
instructions), collaborated with Muhammad b. Shadhan and Sahl b. 
Aban. 106 So this is the connection with Ibn Majid and thanks to him 
we have a nautical treatise written in Arabic, information from which 
was based on the Persian rahndma now lost. 

There is mention of a Persian treatise by the geographer and historian 
Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/1291) in his TdrTkh al-mustabsir (A Chronicle 
for Someone who Seeks to Understand) composed around 630/1232, 
which suggests that the nautical treatise was well known to Arabian and 
Persian mariners with whom he came in contact. Also, we need to bear 
in mind that Ibn al-Mujawir was Persian-speaking. I would postulate 
that this treatise of the seventh/ thirteenth century was still available in 
Persian at the time of Ahmad b. Majid. Many mariners were Persian 
anyhow. It must be added, as I explained above, that earlier navigational 
literature also existed in Sanskrit and Tamil, though no mention of 
this has been made by Ibn Majid nor did his contemporary, Sulayman 
al-Mahri (d. 917/1511), say anything about this. 

Towards the end of the ninth/fifteenth century Ibn Majid would 
have realized the urgent need to put all the nautical instructions into 
Arabic when sea captains and navigators were becoming increasingly 
Arabic-speaking and the number of monolingual Persian or bilingual 



105 It is a multi-volume compendium compiled by Mao Yuanji (d. 1641), containing 
numerous texts on military matters; it also includes information on ships and seafaring 
(written communication from Sally Church 16 & 19 March 2007). 

106 Ferrand 1924: 196. 
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Persian and Arabic speakers was decreasing. One may argue, therefore, 
that Ahmad b. Majid did not in fact produce an original work, but 
adapted or translated one of the Persian rahndmas into Arabic, but this 
is speculation and cannot be said with any certainty 

Sailing traditions formed part of the oral tradition which have come 
down to us in poetic verse, as we find in Ibn Majid's and Sulayman 
al-Mahrl's works. 107 Sailors memorized these poems and recited them 
as route directions during their voyages and it is in this tradition that 
navigational works were composed. It is important to mention that 
pilot-poems were used until fairly recent times among Indian Ocean 
navigators. 108 

Being familiar with coastal features, with channels and shoals and 
knowing the depth and nature of the seabed were all factors in safe 
navigation. Coastal sailing was practised in the absence of navigational 
aids. A pre-Islamic verse from the diwdn (collection of poems) of Sakhr 
al-Ghayy (ndd) marks this sailing tradition of the time: 

As if what followed it on the desert were 
the ships of a foreigner hugging the coast 

[ka-anna tawaliyahu bil-mald 
stifti'in a jama mayahna rija\. m 

"Hugging the coast" meant being able to utilise information regarding 
landmarks, tides, winds, birds and fish, which were termed ishdrdt (the 
seventh principle of navigation). 110 

Basic nautical parameters in aid of navigation include: depth, time, 
distance and direction, all "notional concepts". 111 The unit of measure- 
ment is the bd' (pi abwd'), equivalent to the fathom, "the outstretched 
arms of a man, which is approximately 6 feet (1.82 m) in a man of 



107 Ibn Majid's earlier work, Hatviyat al-ikhtisar fi 'ibn al-bihar (A Short Compendium 
of Navigational Science) is a poem dated 866/1462. Al-Mahrfs works in poetic verses 
are: one dated 917/1511, hilab al-'umda l-mahriyya fi dabt 'Urn al-bahriyya (Book of the 
Mahri Masterpiece on Exact Maritime Sciences and tin- second undated, hllttb td-minliaj 
ttl-jakhir J? ibn al-bahr al-zakhir (Book of the Perfect Method in Navigational Sciences), 
see Ibn Majid 1981: 17-46. On navigational methods, see Ferrand's three volumes, 
Instructions nautiques 1923-1928; Grosset-Grange 1970: 227-46; idem, 1972: 240-54; 
Agius 2005a: 155-73. 

108 Serjeant 1982: 109-27. 

109 Montgomery 1997: 189. 

110 Al-Qutaml 1964: 103, 114-5; Tibbetts 1981: 77-8. 

111 Arunachalam 1996: 263. 
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average size". 112 Undoubtedly, the pilot could interpret depths by the 
lead and line; he would have been familiar with the feel and character 
of the winds which influenced his direction. Time was estimated by 
plotting the position of the sun throughout the day and that of the moon 
at night; star positions in relation to the lunar month were observed, to 
estimate time. The ability to locate the North Pole was fundamental, 
so knowledge of the stars was essential. With these aids, the sun, moon 
and stars, the Indian Ocean navigator was able to plot his route. 

Plotting the route 

The introduction of a magnetic compass by the Chinese was an impor- 
tant discovery. A description of it comes in a Chinese encyclopaedia 
of 1 135 which says that it consisted of a wooden fish with a magnet 
that was floated in a bowl. In the Islamic world, we have for the first 
time mention of a magnetic compass by al-'Awft (d. 630/1232) in his 
Persian work, Jdmi' l-hikdydt (A Comprehensive Book of Stories) and in 
a 1282 Arabic text it is seen on a voyage between Syria and Alexan- 
dria. 113 Early mariners called it qutb numd and the Arabians referred to 
it as the dd'ira (circle) or bayt al-ibra (the abode of the needle) or simply 
huqqa (the case [containing the needle]). 

A combination of the star altitude measurements and compass bear- 
ings were the essentials with which the navigator established the route. 
With the development of the magnetic compass, the Indian Ocean pilot 
was able in principle to locate the magnetic North Pole and it became 
possible to set a course with accuracy by day or night, though it must 
be said that the earliest forms of compass were difficult to use at sea 
and sometimes not reliable. 114 The compass developed into a circular 
card with rhumbs (s khann, pi akhndn) drawn on it and attached to a 
magnetized needle (ibrd) which, pointing to magnetic north, gave the 
calculations of the ship's course [mqjra). The thirty-two rhumbs were 
named after eighteen prominent stars, sixteen of which rise {math' 



112 Kemp 1992: 297. 

113 Tibbetts 1981: 290; see also my discussion on the magnetic compass in Agius 
2005a: 158-60. 

114 The compass played tricks — "navigational hazard.-,"' defects) (khalal al-huqqa or 
fasad al-ibra), see Tibbetts 1981: 292-3. 
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[= mt]) in the east, and set (maghib [= mg]) in the west. 115 They are: jah 
(Polaris "North") — ,farqadayn ((3y Ursae Minoris "Guards" — [mt] N by 
E [mg] N by W), na'sh (afybztyy Ursae Majoris "Plough" — [mt] NNE 
[mg] NNW), ndqa (stars in Cassiopeia and Andromeda "She Camel" — 
[mt] NE by N [mg] NW by N), dyyuq (Capella— [mt] NE [mg] NW), 
wdqi' (Vega — [mt] NE by E [mg] NW by W), simak (Arcturus "Fisher- 
man" — [mt] ENE [mg] WNW), thurayyd (Pleiades "Candelabra" — [mt] 
E by N [mg] W by N), ta'ir (Altair — [mt] W [mg] E),jawzd' (Orion's 
belt— [mt] E by S [mg] W by S), fir (Sirius— [mt] ESE [mg] WSW), 
iklil ((3871 Scorpioni — [mt] SE by E [mg] SW by W), 'aqrab (Scorpius 
"Scorpion" — [mt] SE [mg] SW), himarayn (a(3 Centauri "Two Donkey- 
men" — [mt] SE by S [mg] SW by S), sulbdr (a Eridani — [mt] S by E 
[mg] S by W), suhayl (Canopus). 116 Arunachalam shows how the stars 
used in star compasses of the Arabian, Persian and Indian tradition 
are virtually identical though some differences are noted. 117 

There is one important thing to mention here: for the Indian Ocean 
pilot, unlike the Mediterranean pilot, the needle was not the only instru- 
ment he used; star sighting was equally important. Perhaps his reliance 
on the position of stars was because of the frequent clear skies one 
experiences in the southern hemisphere. Western writers (Marco Polo 
c. 1292, Odoric of Pordenone c. 1301, Niccolo de' Conti c. 1440 and 
Fra Mauro c. 1460), wrote about this celestial navigation to a point 
that they give the quite erroneous impression that Indian Ocean pilots 
never used the needle at all. 11 " 

To measure stellar altitudes, Ibn Majid says that a loh (or khashabd) 
was used. 119 This consisted of several plates or boards, each of which 
had a different width corresponding to "different angular altitudes on the 
horizon". 120 Both Ibn Majid and Sulayman al-Mahrl called this method 
of measuring, qiyds (sixth principle of navigation [see figure 5]). 121 Some 



115 Details on the points of the star compass are discussed in Ferrand 1923-1928, 
III: 92-124; Dimmock 1944: 158-9; Tibbetts 1981: 112-7; Agius 2005a: 156-8. 

116 Other details are in Dimmock 1944: 154-61; Tibbetts 1981: 546-52; Agius 
2005a: 155-8; personal communication Harriet Nash (8 August 2007). 

117 Arunachalam 1996: 263. 

118 Mirabilia descriptio 1863: 34; Cathay and the Way Thither 1913-1916, II: 146; Taylor 
1971: 127; Needham 2000, IV, iii: 572. 

119 On loh, see Ferrand 1923-1928, III: 15-16. 

120 Tibbetts 1981: 316. 

121 See Ibn Majid 1971: 236, 378. 
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centuries later (i.e. post-1 5th c), the loh device developed into a single 
rectangular plaque (circa 1.96 in/5 cm by 1 in/2.54 cm), the so-called 
kamdl; 122 to this tablet was attached a cord "which was calibrated by 
knots along its length". 123 Each knot determined the latitude of a cer- 
tain port. The navigator, stretching the kamdl at eye level and holding 
one of the knots of the cord in his teeth, aligned the kamdl with the 
horizon; he was then able to determine the latitude as the upper edge 
intersected the Pole Star 124 (illustrations 50 & 51). 

To calculate the latitude of the ship, the pilot measured a number 
of finger breadths (each one called isba'\p\ asdbi'J) and each finger unit 
(isba') being equal to 0.75 inches/1.9 cms (= I" 36' 25") 125 and 4 isba's 
("a complete hand of four fingers held at arm's length") would make 
a dhubban. 126 He then looked at each knot, from which he could calcu- 
late the point of the distance the ship was sailing to (east and west). 127 
Distance was measured by time. Each corresponding isba' was divided 
into eight divisions which were called zdm (pi azwdm). m The zdm was 
equivalent to three hours (c. 12 nautical miles) and eight zdms formed 
twenty-four hours. It is interesting to note that the Indian Ocean pilot 
practised the finger units, whether he was calculating the "star altitudes, 
azimuths [or] interstellar great arc lengths". 129 

The Chinese altitude measurements in chih and chio (graduation in 
finger breadths) were practically identical to those used by the Ara- 



122 See Ferrand 1923-1928, III: 15-16; Tibbetts 1981: 312-54; Fatimi 1996: 283-93; 
Sheriff 2002: 209-26. 

123 Personal communication (Paul Lunde 16 December 2002). 
121 Da Mota 1964: 53 seq. 

Arunachalam 1996: 264, fn. 6. 

126 The star dhubban al-'ayyuq took its name from this measurement, see Tibbetts 
1981: 316, fn. 205; on isba' see Ferrand 1923-1928, III: 162. The /-an/ ending raises 
the question whether it is of Arabic origin (see Chapter 13). 

127 Taylor 1971: 129; Tolmacheva 1981: 183. 

Note Ski -juiiii. 'lain mnmm and Maid dania. -cr Arunadialani 1996: 263, fn. 3. 
12,1 Arunachalam 1996: 264. In the chart that the pilot of Gujarat carried, we are 
told by Joao de Barros, there was the entire coast of India including the meridians 
and the parallels drawn on it "in the manners of the Moors", but showing no bearings 
of the compass, see Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 138, fn. 2. He adds that as 
the squares of those meridians and parallels were very small, the coast represented by 
these two lines of north and south and east and west was defined "with great certainty" 
(ibid). Teixeira da Mota understands the parallels to be the altitudes of the stars traced 
on a scale of 1/4 by 1/4 of an isba' (I" 36' 25"), and the meridians could be lines of 
equal distance, in the east-west direction, with perhaps an interval of 8 lams (i.e. 24 
hours), see Da Mota 1964: 69-70 and Maqbul 1990: 1083. De Barros correcdy noted 
the unity of distance which was, in his words, calculated by the jomo, corresponding to 
three hour's navigation (i.e. the zam), see Da Mota 1961: 57, fn. 9. 
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Illustrations 50 & 51 (Left) A model of a mariner using the kamal 
(courtesy of The Mariners' Museum, Newport News, Virginia:; right: an 
Indian Ocean navigator measures with the kamal, Capella {'ayyuq) and r| 
Ursae Majoris (na'sh) fatter Brice 1981: 3) 

bian and Persian pilots expressed in isba', in viral by the Coromandel, 
Malabar and Lakshadweep seamen, and anguli by the Gujarati and 
Kutch sailors; 130 the Arabic application was first recorded by Ahmad 
b. Majid around 1475. It is known that this tradition of altitude mea- 
surement was applied at the time of Zheng He's (d. 1433 or 1435) 
voyages. 131 So the question is: which of the navigators were first, and 
subsequendy influenced the other? It is a question not easily answered. 
Firstly, I have mentioned in Chapter 3 that Chinese ships anchored at 
various ports of the Western Indian Ocean and that Perso-Arabian and 
Indian ships sailed as far as China; the contacts and exchange of ideas 
must have existed from antiquity (see Chapter 2). Secondly, taking star 
altitudes among Persians, Arabians and Indians is well known but the 
nature of instruments employed by the Chinese pilots during the Yuan 
(1279-1368) and Ming (1368-1644) dynasties is not clear. Chinese stel- 
lar diagrams studied by Tibbetts show in each a framed three-masted 
ship, and around it star formations, with the names and altitudes in 
"finger breadths" (chih and child); this information might predate Arabic 



130 Arunachalam 1996: 264. 

131 It is important to add that early European maps of the Indian Ocean located 
the position of ports in pulgadas "fingers". 
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texts, though Tibbetts argued that the Chinese did not seem to take 
positions at different intervals throughout the night as the Arabians 
did (presumably Persians and Indians performed the same exercise); 
also, the diagrams did not mention the date and year of the sighting, 
while the Arabians either recorded the hour, day and date of the position 
of the heavens, or named the correct position of the lunar mansion; in 
all this, however, the Arabians failed to produce diagrams but rather 
described their calculations in text 132 (illustration 52). 

The Portuguese adopted the kamdl from contact with Muslim mari- 
ners; they called it tavoleta, or the balistinha do Mourn, 133 a nautical term 
which Arabians coined later as al-balisE. Needham remarked that the 
Chinese were employing the cross-staff in about the eleventh century; it 
is mentioned by Li Hsii (d. 1592). It was a long wooden staff (3 ft/0.91 
m) with a cross-piece set at right angles to the staff the navigator placed 
it on the cheek-bone and the edges of the cross pieces (transoms) were 
aligned with the horizon and the body being observed and a reading of 
the altitude was taken, the point where the transom cuts the scale. 134 A 
version of the kamdl was also used by Chinese pilots. It is true that Li 
Hsii's report comes in the sixteenth century, but textual evidence sug- 
gests that the Chinese pilots were using this method much earlier. 135 

The kamdl system, it may be argued, was ingenious but not accurate; 
when applied it produced different readings. The problem was that 
the instrument gave more or less accurate latitudes but the method 
used did not help the pilot with measuring east-west distances (i.e. 
the longitude). An attempt was made by the medieval pilot to use the 
distance travelled by a ship on a fixed bearing, called tirfa (pi tirfat), 
by raising the latitude by one isba', 136 a system whereby the navigator 
could make oblique measurements and calculate the distance between 
the east and west by applying the zdm. In practice this turned out to be 
complicated on approaching the ports, east and west; the Portuguese 
were not able to determine the longitude with any success, 137 nor did 
the Chinese perfect a method. 



132 Tibbetts 1973: 97-8. 

133 Da Mota 1964: 68 and other details on navigational methods, 53-68. 

134 Travels of Pietro della Valle 1892: 13. 

135 Needham 2000, IV, iii: 332, 574-5. 

13<i Tibbetts 1981: 299; the tirfa corresponds to the European calculation of "raising 
the Pole", see Taylor 1971: 163. 

137 Scammell 1981: 59. 
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Illustration 52 Chinese stellar diagram preserved by Mao Kun (d. 1601) 
(after Tibbetts 1973; 101) 



Finally, what bearing would the mariner take when facing the pre- 
vailing wind which would, for instance, be north in the Red Sea? The 
solution to this was to apply takkiyya (a verbal noun coming from waka 
which means "to tack" against the wind); it represented a change of 
bearing caused by the strength of the wind and which varies in season. 
Both Ibn Majid and Sulayman al-Mahn gave details about the setting 
of takkiyya positions at 'A isba' intervals. So by steering his ship into 
the wind, the sea captain would determine its strength; the variances 
of this wind were listed in tables but these were only a guide because 
the winds in the Red Sea are unpredictable in all seasons; such tables 
were there to help the mariner, on meeting the prevailing wind, to 
manoeuvre and steer for the islands. 138 



See Tibbetts' section on takkiyya (1981: 310-2). 
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To sum up, there seems to be no written evidence of the use of the 
mariner's compass prior to the Chinese discovery in the twelfth century. 
It cannot be argued that the absence of textual evidence indicates that 
Western Indian Ocean navigators did not employ this device. We know 
that astronomical studies among Muslims were well advanced from 
the day of al-Blrunl (d. 440/1048), Ibn Khalaf (fl. 5th/ 1 1th c) to Abu 
Ishaq al-Zarqall, known in Europe as Arzachel (d. 480/1087). A great 
deal is also known about Greek knowledge being passed on to Arabic, 
and similar transmissions from Sanskrit to Arabic are found from astro- 
nomical and mathematical works. Planisphere astrolabes were developed 
and perfected by the Perso-Arabian-Indian astronomers during the 
first/ seventh century; these were designed for time-measuring by solar 
observations during the day and star(s) by night, while the seaman's 
astrolabe was devised to measure the altitude of the sun and star. 
Direct contacts between scientists and navigators obviously stimulated 
ideas and it is difficult to say who would have inspired whom. We can 
say that "the first European treatises on the astrolabe were of Arab(ic) 
inspiration", as Donald Hill remarked 139 but the prime contributor 
to the development of navigational instruments remains a mystery. 140 
One can compare similarities in devices and techniques in navigating, 
sailing, shipbuilding etc. among the Indian Ocean communities, but in 
terms of exchange of technology, as McPherson argued, it is difficult to 
ascertain whether the pull of the tide was one way or the other. 141 Can 
we say that similarities are a product of technology that came with the 
Chinese to the Arabians, Persians and Indians or the other way around? 
Direct contacts brought about exchange of ideas and technology and, 
of course, there existed a mutual influence, though it should not be 
ruled out that the development and application of astronomical ideas 
and navigational techniques could have been, as McPherson concluded, 
"the result of independent inspiration...". 142 



139 Hill 1994: 42. 

140 Needham's discussion in his chapter, "Nautical Technology", summed up from a 
number of sources is rich and raises inlcrcsling questions with sonic possible answers, 
see Needham 2000, iy Hi: 554-84, in particular 570-6; see also Tibbetts (1973: 97-208) 
on comparison between Arab and Chinese navigational techniques. 

141 McPherson 1995: 33. 

142 Ibid. 
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Before the rudder was introduced, a mariner sailed his boat by depend- 
ing on the wind and current. He developed "a strong sense for the 
feel, character and behaviour of the wind": 143 he used a steering oar, 
projecting over the quarter, i.e. the starboard side, of the boat. It was 
the means of directing the course of a ship. With larger vessels one 
or two, even three, oars were used. We find in Egypt by the twelfth 
century BCE, steering oars being used projecting from both quarters. 144 
A verse in Labld b. Rabfa's (d. c. 40/660-1) poem suggests the use 
of two steering oars: 

Thus was its ancient underbody repaired — , 

But her twin followers (i.e. the side-rudders) could not keep straight 
her crooked (course). 

[fa-(i)ltama ta'iquha l-qadim 
fa-asbahat ma inyuqawwimu daraha ridfani\. U5 

The word for steering oar is generally known to be mydafipl majadtf ); the 
root-verb jadaf is defined as the bird that spreads its wings; hence 
the noun mydaf is conceptually the motion of the oar like the wing of the 
bird. 146 It is an imagery that crops up in a sixth/twelfth-century text of 
Abu Shama (d. 665/1266-7); he speaks of a warship, called ghurdb [s.v] 
spreading "[her] wings like those of a dove" [wa-tanshuru min dulu'iha 
ajnihat al-hamam\. ul It seems to me that these "wings" (sticking out like 
those of a dove), imply two large bladed-oars, one on either side of the 
stern. Another use of the word "wings" [qjniha] occurs in the Tdnkh 
al-mustabsir (The Chronicle for Someone who Seeks to Understand) of 
Ibn al-Mujawir (written a century later), 148 he writes: 

These ships have wing's necessary because of the narrowness and rocki- 
ness of these seas and the small quantity of water. 

[wa-li-marakibihim ajniha li-dayqi biharihim wa-wa'rihd wa-qillati l-md' biha]. m 



14:i Arunachalam 1996: 264. 

144 See Casson (1994: 86, 88, 133-40) for further details on the use of steering oars 
in European rivers and streams, the Mediterranean and the river Nile. 

145 Montgomery 1997: 190. 

146 Ibn Slda 1898 -1903, X: 28; Lane 1984, I: 390-1; also jadhaf and mijdhdf; ter- 
minology of oar varies in Arabic dialects but mostiy derived from the root /j.d (dh).f./ 
(cf. Aram and Syr gadupa) see Glidden 1942: 72; Agius 2002: 123, fn. 18. 

"' Recueils des hishmms des croisades 1967, IV: 210. 

148 Rex Smith drew my attention to this reference (communication 3 August 2000). 

149 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 117. 
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The waters were shallow and rocky, so the ships required more man- 
oeuvrability than that afforded by sailing, hence the use of what 
appear to be oars. 150 But, are they really steering oars? Needham has 
the answer; he explains that such wings were devices to assist the ship 
not to be driven sideways or overturn under pressure of the wind or 
rising waves. In support of this he refers us to a Chinese war vessel 
which had "floating boards" (leeboards) attached to the sides of the 
ship which, we are told, looked "like the wings of the bird (a hawk 
or grebe)". 151 In view of this, the Arabic texts were applying the cor- 
rect term to convey the message that the "wings" (ajniha) were in fact 
"floating boards". Needham further tells us that such devices were not 
introduced into Europe before circa 1570; his assumption is based on an 
illustration of a European ship in Amsterdam harbour. It is difficult to 
say whether the Islamic use of "wings" was a concept borrowed from 
the Chinese, but both the similarities and the metaphoric use of the 
term "wings" are striking. 

There are in the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) two depictions of a single 
steering oar in a double-ended vessel, dated 619/1222 and 700/ 1300. 152 
One would expect to find a ship with two steering oars, for it seems 
advantageous to control a vessel with two rather than one steering oar, 
thus providing greater manoeuvrability. However, according to James 
Hornell (cited by Johnstone and Muir), one steering oar mounted to 
the sternpost was much easier to manoeuvre in a double-ended ship. 153 
Iconographic examples of double-ended Indian Ocean vessels with 
twin quarter rudders or steering oars are many; such a practice was 
also prevalent in the Mediterranean. 

The mechanism of a steering oar led to the logical development of 
a rudder, sukkuii pi sukkanal < Aram < Akk), for the rudder helped the 
seaman in tacking and turning, though not free of the wind. 154 The axial 
rudder was traced to China; it replaced the long steering oar which was 
not safe or manoeuvrable in bad weather. Needham is of the opinion 
that the transmission of the technique appears to have passed from 
Chinese to Perso-Arabian and Indian maritime culture circa 1000: "the 



150 Written communication from Tom Vosmer 15 August 2000). 

151 Needham 2000, IV, iii: 618. 

152 BN-Ms 6094; BL-Add. Ms 22114, fol. 132r. 

153 Johnstone & Muir 1962: 62. 

154 On the development of the Indian Ocean rudder, sec Johnstone & Muir 1962: 
58-63; Hourani 1963: 98-9; LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1963: 303 -4; idem, 1966: 172; Mott 
1996: 120-5; Vosmer 2005: Chapter 4.4. 
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stern-post rudder, no less than the mariner's compass, was an essential 
pre-requisite for the oceanic navigation of large ships". 155 Two illustra- 
tions of the earliest known stern rudder are found in the Kitab suwar 
al-kawakib al-thdbita (The Book of the Constellations of Fixed Stars) of 
al-Sufl (d. 376/986), one possibly from Egypt, dating 525/1 130-1, 156 
and the other from Mardin in Iraq 529/1 134-5. 157 This predates the 
discovery of stern rudders which are engraved on the thirteenth-cen- 
tury seals of the Hanseatic League ports, 158 previously thought to be 
the earliest examples of their use. The stern rudder caught the eye of 
Friar John Montecorvino (d. c. 1328) during his voyage in the Indian 
Ocean, and he described the Malabar ships as having "a frail and 
flimsy rudder". 159 

An interesting feature found in the manuscript of Kitab suwar al- 
kawakib al-thdbita (dating 525/1130-1), mentioned above, is that here 
the ship, in addition to the stern rudder, is carrying twin-quarter rud- 
ders. 160 Also, the Maqamat from Baghdad (dating 635/1237) depicts an 
axial rudder and one steering oar (illustrations 53 & 54). 




Illustrations 53 & 54 (Left) A ship with a stern rudder carrying twin-quar- 
ter rudders {Kitab suwar al-kawakib al-thdbita [?] Egypt 525/1130-1); (right) a 
Maqamat ship with an axial rudder and a steering oar (Baghdad 635/1237) 



155 Needham 2000. IV, iii: 652. The Chinese invented the primitive type of stern 
rudder but also developed other types. Christides (1999: 93-6) supports the theory of 
the Chinese passing on the mechanism of different types of rudders to the Arabians. 

156 TI-Ms Ahmad 111. 3 198, S. 130v, 13 lv. 

157 TI-Ms Fatih, 3422, K 198r-v. 

158 Kemp 1992: 731. 

159 Cathay and the Way Thither 1866, I: 217. 

160 See Nicolle 1989: 174-5. 
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Therefore, the question is, why do we have two steering systems in 
one ship? Perhaps the rudder worked with deep water while the oars 
assisted to propel the vessel in shallow waters. The axial rudder, when 
it evolved in the Indian Ocean circa third/ninth century, was held by 
some system of lashing to the vessel, as the quarter rudder probably 
was in earlier centuries. Al-Muqaddasi (fi. second half of the 4th/ 1 0th 
c) gives us an idea about how this worked: he reports that the helms- 
man {sahib al-sukkan) held two ropes in his hand and on the instruc- 
tions given by the sea captain, he pulled one to the right or to the left 
accordingly. 161 

The mechanism of a rudder with ropes {sukkan bil-hibal) was still 
applied until modern times on traditional Omani craft: the badan, 
baqqara and zaruka [s.v.]; on each side of the sternpost you would find 
two projecting pieces of wood to which the rudder is lashed and held 
in place, as it would have been in the J luqumal ship. I came across the 
following description of a pilgrim ship reported to have been seen in 
Jeddah in 1 795, which explains precisely the mechanism of the steering 
gear: "Their manner of steering is very remarkable, being performed 
by tackles attached to the tiller, which projects from the back of the 
rudder; to aid this a strong beam traverses the ship abaft the mizen 
mast, whose two ends, extending beyond the ship's side, support the 
centers of two levers, which are placed in an upright position; the 
lower arms of these communicate by ropes with the tiller, their upper 
arms are attached to tackles which lead into the ship for the purpose 
of steering" 162 (illustrations 55 & 56). As late as the 1930s, the Kuwaiti 
bum [s.v.] and baghla [s.v] had ropes or chains leading from their ends 
to the steering wheels. 163 

The introduction of the axial rudder in the Mediterranean came 
circa eleventh or twelfth century, probably through the Red Sea, and 
is credited to the Arabian shipwrights during or after the First Cru- 
sade. 164 Whatever the truth may be, representations of an axial rudder 



161 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 12; idem, 2001: 11. 

162 Morton Nance 1914: 1-6, fig 1; idem, 1920: 36, fig 16. One may consult the 
following literature on the rope-steering system. Caspar Oorrcia in Three I»)y/»« 1869: 
241; Balbi (cited by Slot 1991: 91;: Paris 1811: pi. 5, figs 3 7; Moore 1925: 123; Hor- 
nell 1942: 29-30; Johnstone & Muir 1962: 62; LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1963: 30-4; Muir 
1965: 358; LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1966: 35, 51, 111-2; Agius 2002: 101. 

163 See Hornell 1942: 23; details about the Omani and Kuwaiti craft see Agius 
2002: 49, 66-7, 98-110. 

164 Mott 1997: 124-6. 



Illustrations 55 & 56 (Left) The steering gear of a three-masted pilgrim 
ship, sketched injeddah 1795 and (right) detail of the rope-steering system 
(Morton Nance 1914: fig 1 & 1920: fig 16) 

in the Mediterranean, nonethless, appear by the seventh/thirteenth 
century. 165 The large ships of the Portuguese, which sailed in the Indian 
Ocean from the late fifteenth century, could not have carried quarter 
rudders as they were too heavy. Instead, they fitted the rudder to the 
sternpost by pintles and gudgeons which allowed later movement from 
side to side. This technology quite possibly originated in the Indian 
Ocean and such rudders are still found in present-day dhows. The 
lack of a tiller [kdna) in the medieval stern rudder is significant. It was 
a later development in the Indian Ocean for the Perso-Arabic term 
kdna is a derivation from Portuguese cana from which, one understands, 
that the idea of its mechanism was borrowed from the Portuguese in 
the sixteenth century when they settled on the coast of West India and 
the Persian Gulf. 166 

In order to enhance windward sailing capabilities, the Arabian, or 
most probably the Persian, shipwright came up with a design innova- 
tion to the axial rudder by placing it well aft of the vessel; this is the 
fashin, the stern fin. FashTn-like structures on the stern are shown on 
two Maqdmdt images of the thirteenth century; how important this is 
of its use at the time is difficult to say, though one image shows clearly 
a rope steering system. Tom Vosmer explains that the fashin served sev- 
eral functions; it supported the rudder together with a steering system 
of ropes and wooden levers which acted as a tiller; it set the position 
at which the rudder was raked; and finally, by positioning the rudder 



165 Ibid., 125-6. 

166 See Johnstone & Muir 1962: 62. 
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further aft it allowed the whole system to work in smoother water; 167 
thus the fashin became a useful part of a sailing vessel. Though dhows 
are no longer sailed, the battil bahwi [s.v.] of the Musandam Peninsula 
and the now defunct badan [s.v.] retained the fashin, often referred to 
as the false sternpost; but more for decorative rather than functional 
purposes. 168 



Sailing 

Navigating from the ocean up the Mesopotamian rivers was, as noted 
in Chapter 4, difficult. Not every pilot was capable enough to navigate 
his ship from sea to river. An ocean navigator possessed different skills 
from his river counterpart though some may have had both skills for 
sea-to-river navigation. Written evidence about commercial craft and 
warships sailing on the River Nile is plentiful and has been the subject 
of discussion by several scholars. 169 Sea-to-river craft required both sails 
and oars to manouevre in difficult areas and the structural design of 
the vessels had to be adapted to the conditions of the rivers. When a 
ship trying to enter the river could not proceed, this was because of 
shallow water or strong streams at the mouth of the river or, indeed, 
robbers. Arguments between the parties as to the contract, such as 
leasing [ijara) issues pertaining to navigation were dealt with in fatawas 
(formal legal opinions). Much of this is relevant to the Mediterranean. 170 
In the context of the Indian Ocean, thanks to Ibn Majid, we know 
that there was a code of behaviour, the so-called siyasat (policy and 
crew management), to which captain and crew were bound to adhere. 
It covered all aspects of the voyage, the preparation for departure, 
arrival at the harbour, and any issues concerning ballasting, overload- 
ing etc. 171 But these were etiquette and management issues rather than 
formal legal matters. 



167 See further details in Tom Vosmer's "The fashin: a cultural and technical marker 
in Indian Ocean boat construction", a presentation to the conference on "Sails of 
History", Zanzibar, 17-19 July 2006. 

168 Agius 2002: 112. 

169 Udovitch 1978: 521-2; 'AbbadT & Salim 1981: 229-42; Khalilieh 1995: 23-6; 
Goitein 1999, I: 319. 

170 See Tahir 1983: 5-54; Ibn Rushd 1984, IX: 63-5; Khalilieh 1995: 13-16. 

171 Tibbetts 1981: 387-91. 
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Sailing ships would have had oars for entering and leaving ports 
and moorings. Other modes of propulsion used in rivers were punt- 
ing and towing from banks. Iconographic evidence from the Maqdmdt 
(The Assemblies) points to the use of a single mast (s diql, daql or daqal, 
pi adqdl), m and one illustration originating from Baghdad and dated 
635/1237 has two masts. 173 Another depiction of a ship with two 
masts, is a war vessel of Egyptian or Syrian provenance found in the 
Kitdb al-jurusiyya wa-l-mandsib al-harbiyya (The Book of Horsemanship 
and Engagement of War) and attributed to Hasan al-Ramma (13th or 
14th c). 174 As for written sources, there are two reports on the use of 
one mast: the Italian traveller, Marco Polo, in the fourteenth century, 
observed Perso-Arabian ships moored at Hormuz, which had one mast 175 
and Ibn Majid, writing in the fifteenth century, suggests that ships 
had no more than one mast. 176 Compare this information with other 
Indian Ocean ships: in the Ajanta cave (No 2) one illustration shows 
a ship with three masts and another (No 7) represents a ship with two 
masts, the latter can be dated to the seventh century. 177 Chinese junks 
had up to six masts; I shall discuss their number in relation to the size 
of medieval ships in Chapter 7. 

There is a lacuna of information on masts and sails in Arabic texts 
and one can only assume that larger vessels carried two masts using 
two or three sails. Sails made of bamboo cane matting were used in the 
Indian Ocean: some were made from strips of date leaves, matted or 
pleated together; others were woven from the muql leaves [min khus shajar 
al-muql]. l7S According to al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI (8th/ 14th c), Indian 
Ocean jalbas had sails manufactured from flax and coconut mats [kattdn 
wa-husur al-ndrajil] and sewn with coconut thread. 179 Only recently, the 
square sail made from nkoma palm (Raphia fariniferd) was noticeable on 
the East African dau la mtepe [s.v.] (illustration 57). Woollen sails were 



172 Lane 1984, I: 898. 
m BN-Ms Arabe 5847. 

174 BN-Ms Arabe 1825, fol. lOOr. 

175 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 52. 

176 Tibbetts 1981: 176. 

177 See Alok Tripathi, 'Antiquity of sailing ships of Indian Ocean: evidence from 
ancient Indian art", presentation to the conference on "Sails of History'', Zanzibar, 
17-1 9 July 2006. 

178 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65; idem, nd: 65; Broadhurst explains that the muql tree is the 
"Theban palm or Bdellium, a kind of gum-tree", Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65. 

179 UAFAL-Berlin, Ms 667, fol. 127v; see also al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, 
II: 249. 
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Illustration 57 A square sail made of matting on the dau la mtepe, 
Mombasa 1900 (after Hawkins 1977: 21) 



used in Mesopotamia; cotton sails are never mentioned, but from this 
one should not assume that they were not used. Cotton was processed 
from very early on in the Indus civilization so was readily available in 
any area of the Western Indian Ocean. 

The classical term for sail is qil' (pi qulu'), though occasionally shim' 
(pi ashri'a) is used, examples of which are found in classical poetry. 
For rigging, the common term was 'udda or hibal. The square sail was 
universally employed; its shape was rectangular or perhaps trapezoi- 
dal. 180 Sails that were square-rigged were called musallaba or salibiyya 
(lit. "cross-like") and murabba'at al-qila' (square-sailed) (9th/15th c). 181 Ibn 



180 BLO-Ms Marsh 144, ff 365-8; LAS-Ms S23; see also Nicolle 1989: 17. 

181 Al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 249; al-Maqrlzi 1957-1973, IV (ii): 
722. 
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Jubayr writing in Sha'ban 580/8 November 1 184, says that the Rum 
(i.e. Europeans) deem this 

to be the best method of sailing, since they cannot but catch the wind 
which comes aft of the ship on its course. 

[. ..wa-huwa 

inn aldildiiirii l-iiiarkah Ji majruli \ 

The square sail provided a better use of following winds; it helped a 
boat to function windward and, on large ships, it provided stability 
in heavy seas. Manoeuvring the square sails was an art and having 
the right crew to change sails in contrary winds and rain was crucial. 
Ibn Jubayr recounts a storm on a voyage to Jeddah in the summer of 
579/1183 and the difficulties the crew encountered in handling the 
sails. In addition to the wind, the sailing gear was faulty, 

which time and again became entangled and broke when sails were 
raised or lowered. . . . 

[wa-(i)khtilaluha wa-(i)qtisdmuka al-marra ba'da l-marra 'inda raf al-skira' aw 
hattih...]. 183 

The traditional view is that it was during the early Byzantine period 
(or even earlier) that triangular sails may have developed, 184 enabling 
them to sail close to the wind. It seems that the Greeks at some point, 
set the fore part of the sail to a point, thus forming a triangular sail, 
the lateen. 185 For the mariner, it then became apparent that if the 
forward corner of the lateen sail was cut olf, a short luff is formed, 
thus looking like a quadrilateral sail. This was the settee. The settee's 
advantage was that it could work more closely to windward (fore- and 
-aft sail), providing greater manoeuvrability and ability to tack on riv- 
ers and narrow waters. Windward sailing was not easy: consider the 
huge size of the sails and their control; the navigator sailing closer to 
the wind is able to tack — "when the wind is brought round the bow", 
and to wear — "bringing the wind around the stern". 186 



Ibn Jubayr 1952: 313, 332; idem, nd.: 208, 220. 

183 Ibid., 69-70; idem, nd.: 67. 

184 Casson 1971: 244-5. 

185 For further details see Paris 1948: 69-96; LeBaron Bowen Jr. 1949: 87-96; Cas- 
son 1971: 244-5, 277; other details on the transition of the square sail to a lateen are 
found in Medas 2000: 205-28. 

186 Kemp 1992: 929. 
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The traditional view, that one type of sail followed the other, has 
recently been questioned by Julian White wright. He said that it is a 
very complicated question and "this view is becoming more and more 
untenable in the face of modern theory and the evidence". 1 " 7 He 
further commented that he would be surprised "if the two sails were 
not in contemporaneous use alongside one another". 188 Iconographic 
evidence in the Mediterranean has shown that the settee was already in 
place by the mid-fifth century and the lateen by 632 CE. It is possible, 
he said, that the lateen/ settee configuration depicted on Alexandrian 
rigged vessels might be as early as second century BCE, though their 
interpretation is disputed. 

So the Mediterranean ship set sail for many centuries using both 
square and lateen/ settee sails. The sixteenth-century Portuguese caravel 
was originally lateen-rigged on two masts, but this turned out to be 
inconvenient on longer ocean voyages, hence the development of three 
masts: the two forward masts were square-rigged and the mizzen was 
lateen-rigged (illustrations 58 & 59). Such a distribution gave a better 
balance of sail power. 189 The caravel was more seaworthy than lateen- 
rigged dhows designed to sail with the monsoon. 

No Arabic source seems to mention the use of the lateen sail in the 
Western Indian Ocean; nor do we seem to find any reference to the use 
of the settee sail, whose origin and provenance are obscure. However, 
one ship-term muthallatha, recorded by al-MuqaddasI 190 may suggest the 
use of a lateen sail in Mesopotamia (or the Indian Ocean) as early as 
the fourth/tenth century. Literally, muthallath{a) means "a triangle" 191 so 
the term could be referring to a lateen-rigged ship; if this assumption 
is correct then we could have the employment of such a configuration 
in the Indian Ocean at a much earlier date than presently known. 

Perhaps the concept of using the fore- and -aft sail, the lateen-set- 
tee, in the Western Indian Ocean may have had its origins, not from 
the Mediterranean, but from Southeast Asia during the time when the 
Islamic trade reached China in the third/ninth century, as discussed in 
Chapter 3. Persian, Arabian and Indian imklutdhm may have borrowed 



187 Written communication 13 December 2006. 

188 Ibid. 

189 See Kemp 1992: 139. 

190 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 31. 

191 Wehr 1966: 105. 
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Illustrations 58 & 59 Two Portuguese caravels: (left) the Manuel de Marc/In 
with square sails and a lateen sail and (right) the Diogo Botelho lateen-rigged 
(Menwna das armadas c. 1566) 



ideas for sailing to improve and more effectively work the land and sea 
breeze variations. Stone relief sculptures on the temple of Borobudur 
(8th c) in Central Java, Indonesia, reveal ocean-going vessels rigged with 
rectangular sails but with an oblique edge. 192 One Ajanta cave depiction 
(No. 2 undated) shows a ship with rectangular or oblong sails. 193 

There is no sign of a settee sail in the Early and Middle Islamic 
iconography; moreover, the evidence on Indian and Persian miniatures 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century is predominantly of square 
sails (illustrations 60 & 61). Western Indian Ocean graffiti also depict 
square sails, though one sixteenth-century graffito at Gedi, Kenya, 
presents a settee sail. 194 It seems that by the sixteenth century, some 
ships were experimenting with the settee sail; no doubt the product 
of a transition from square/lateen to settee developed through experi- 
mentation and refinement. A description given by Correia in the Three 
Voyages of Vasco da Gama might be interpreted as the use of a sail that 
resembles a settee; he writes: 

The sail is longer abaft than forward by one-third . . . [the navigator] brings 
the sail very far forward, so that they steer very close to the wind. . . . 195 

Nonetheless, iconographic evidence persistently depicts a square rig 
among Muslim ships, whether they are illustrations from the Kitab suwar 



192 Behera 1999, pi. 34. 

193 Griffiths 1983: 17, pi. 34. 

194 Garlake & Garlake 1964: 201, 203. 

195 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 239-41. 
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Illustrations 60 & 6 1 Square sails in Persian miniatures: (left) Iskandarnama, 
Nava'i, Tabriz 1526 (courtesy of Bibliotheque Nationale, Ms Sup. Turc 316, 
fol. 447v); (right) Shahnama, Firdawsi 855/1451 (courtesy of lurk ve Islam 
Eserleri Miizesi, Istanbul, Ms 1945, fol. 245v) 



al-kawakib al-thdbita (The Book of the Constellations of Fixed Stars) 
by al-Sufi (d. 376/ 986), the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) of al-Harlrl 
(d. 516/1122) or the Lopo Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 1519. m ' It seems 
that the introduction of the settee rig came much later. To reiterate: the 
presence of the fore- and aft- sail in the Mediterranean and Southeast 
Asia is evidenced in the first millennium CE, whereas in the Western 
Indian Ocean it appears after 1500. 

Sailing directions were primitive. The Indian Ocean mariners contin- 
ued to follow traditional practices for a long time; they voyaged across 
the ocean with impunity, relying on star observation and where neces- 
sary on instruments such as a primitive compass. Courage and tenacity 
were the hallmarks of these seamen. It was a remarkable achievement 
to cross the ocean many times, very often in difficult conditions, in 
search of trade or ferrying pilgrims to Jeddah. This is the subject of 
the next chapter "The Ship at Sea". 



Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: pi. 18. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE SHIP AT SEA: TRADE AND HAJJ 



The ship, driven by a smart breeze, travelled like 
lightning over waves like mountains. 1 

Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009) 

Differences of temperature and salinity cause the surface of the ocean 
to be disturbed in a variety of ways: the wind causes waves to rise and 
to travel fast and at great distances. As the long and slow waves of the 
deep sea approach the shallow waters, they become steeper and higher. 
Such waves or currents pose a potential threat to the ocean-going vessel 
as they could produce instability and lead her to destruction; 2 wave and 
periodic motion could send her rolling or pitching. The seaworthiness 
of a ship, therefore, apart from her design and construction, relied on 
a crew who had good judgement, navigation skills and the experience 
to deal with such hazards (see Chapter 6). 

There were many anxieties surrounding a voyage, from the day of 
departure, to the arrival of the ship laden with merchandise and pas- 
sengers in the port. Apart from the problems of customs, inspectors and 
taxes, the shipowner and/or sea captain worried that their ship would 
not reach the port because of storms and other mishaps causing them 
to jettison their precious merchandise. God was their only insurance 
and if He willed it then the journey ended in a great loss: ship, cargo 
and lives of people. There must have been moments of satisfaction and 
even joy when things worked well and the ship sailed with favourable 
winds but often that pleasure turned to fear and despair, when the only 
recourse was to offer propitiation in the form of pious acts. 



1 Wa4-marMbyajnfimawjka-l-jibdlka-l-barqal-khdtif, al-RamhurmuzI 1883-1886: 33; 
trans. Freeman-Grenville 1981: 20. 

2 On the question of the navigator's knowledge of winds, the reader is referred to 
Ferrand 1924: 230-4, 249-50; Grosset-Grange 1972: 47-8; Tibbetts 1981: 44, 360-3. 
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Sea transportation 

Travel by land had its dangers and misfortunes too: the desert had 
highway robbers while the sea had pirates and one is no less an evil 
than the other, but transportation by sea had the advantage that it was 
faster, even though the distance covered from one port to another varied 
greatly, depending on the monsoon winds and stops for repair, the result- 
ing trade generated a high percentage of profit. 3 The incentive of being 
able to buy goods at a low price and then sell them where the demand 
was strong and, therefore, achieve a high price, drove the merchants 
to accept the risks, 4 but while in all probability it was safer and faster 
in some regions of the Western Indian Ocean, sea transportation was 
much riskier when sailing as far as China. This is largely because of 
the length of the journey, much of which depended on good winds or 
the monsoon weather, but also because ships could be driven off course, 
which added to the time taken to complete the route. In addition, as 
I explained earlier (Chapter 6), there was the period when ships were 
compelled to wait when the port was closed because of the monsoon 
weather. There must have been considerable trepidation on the part 
of those embarking on the pilgrim ships if the hajj fell during the time 
of the high monsoonal winds. 

For some merchants and pilgrims, land transportation proved more 
reliable, albeit the risk of highway robbery. Taxes were imposed by 
the Bedouins on most, if not all, travellers and if they refused, these 
Bedouins believed they had the right to attack pilgrim and merchant 
caravans to compensate for the loss of tax revenue. 5 The overland route 
was profitable once there was a guarantee of safety and security and 
the availability of water. For a sum of money, Bedouins would guide the 
travellers through the desert and they also supplied them with food and 
water and pack animals when needed. Often some pilgrimage routes 
were protected by military officers who would have had to negotiate a 



3 I refer to Muhsin Yum it's Mimulaliug aniclc mi sea and land transportation whose 
ideas have inspired me to write this section, see Yusuf 1996: 232-58. His coverage of 
the Mediterranean, Red Sea and the Indian Ocean presents very important points of 
comparison in terms of the reasons why land and sea transportation were used or aban- 
doned by medieval travellers. 

4 Yusuf 1996: 242-4. 

5 See Ibn Taghrlbardl 1929-1972, III: 454; V: 24, 34-6, 41-2, 45, 51, 138; Ibn al- 
'Adlm 1951-1968, II: 429; al-MuqaddasI 1906: 252; idem, 2001: 211; Ibn al-Qalanisi 
1908: 120; see also Yusuf 1996: 247 and fn. 51. 
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sum of money with the Bedouins in order to ensure a smooth journey 
through the desert. All in all, it may be said, that travel by land, com- 
pared to sea transportation, had several advantages: firstly, it did not 
depend upon the monsoon season; secondly, the medieval traveller could 
plan his journey; thirdly, the stopping time for a caravan was shorter; 
and fourthly, the setting off was predictable. But sea transportation 
had its benefits too: as stated earlier, it could be faster; if the journey 
was timed with the seasonal monsoon winds, merchants and pilgrims 
could reach ports in a much shorter time than they would by land. 
They also felt protected from piracy or naval activity as cargo ships 
were generally convoyed. 

Any potential enemy was watched for day and night from a number 
of small forts or towers, such as in Aden circa seventh/ thirteenth century, 
which had watch towers on hills around the town; guards were stationed 
in them to spot ships approaching the harbour. The look-out man had 
a piece of wood which he aligned with the level of the object he saw 
on the sea; after several checks, if the image came straight along the 
stick and he was sure that it was a ship, he would signal to another 
look-out man and so on until the watchman down at the harbour sent 
news about the arrival of the ship to the governor of the town. 6 If it 
were an enemy ship it was dealt with accordingly from land and sea, 
though it must be said that sea incursions in the Indian Ocean were, 
until the coming of the Portuguese, not common (see Chapter 8). 

Lighthouses, on the other hand, were set up in the sea in order to 
assist the navigators. On approaching the coast near Basra, wooden 
posts (khashabai) driven into the seabed served as lighthouses, reports 
al-Mas'udi (d. 345/956-7).' He informs us that at Jarara on the side 
of Ubulla and Abadan, one could see such posts with 

fires [burning] by night... to caution the vessels from 'Uman, Slraf. and 
other ports, lest they run against Jarara or other ports and get wrecked 
and lost. 

[. . .yuqiduna l-nar bil-layl. . . . khawfan 'aid l-nuirdkihi l-icdridti nun ( 'man, 
i / Sir a I tin ii 
yakunu laha khalas] . 8 



6 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954,1: 138. 

7 Al-Masudl 1983,1: 169. 

8 Ibid, 121. 
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No doubt, they provided the guidance the mariner needed. The Per- 
sian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw (d. c. 481/1088), in his Safarndma (Book 
of Travels), also refers to similar structures on which lanterns were lit 
with lights enclosed in glass. 9 He remarks that an observation post on 
top of the upright posts served "to mark the entrance to the Tigris" 
[li. . .yu'lamu bihi l-madkhalu ila Dijla]. 10 They were also used by sailors to 
tie up their boats lest they drifted with the tide and ran aground. 11 

Si -j of cargo ships 

When speaking of trading vessels, size is never specifically quantified; 
it is generally expressed in terms of how "big" or "small" Islamic ships 
are. An example below is a report by al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of 
the 4th/ 10th c) during his visit to the bustling port of Old Cairo: 

I was one day walking on die bank of the river, and marvelling at the 
great numbers of ships, both those riding at anchor, and those coming 
and going, when a man from the locality accosted me, saying: "Where 
do you hail from?" Said I, "From the Holy City". Said he, "It is a large 
city. But I tell you, good sir- may God hold you dear to Him — that of 
the vessels along this shore, and of those that set sail from here to the 
towns and the villages — if all these ships were to go to your native < it\ 
they could carry away its people, with everything dial appertains to it, 
and the stones thereof and the timber thereof, so that it would be said: 
"At one time here stood a city". 12 

[a-a-kunlu yaa-maii am.\/d aid l-.ulliil a-a-ala ajjidnt mill kadiral al-niardkih al-rd.\iya 
wa-l-sa'ira / / / i i / / / \ • i 

htdtid kalnr alainuka yd sim'idT ii'ir^aka Alldlut anna aid liddlid l-sdlnl ica-nid 
ijad at/la a min/in ild l-hulddn a-a-l-f/itrd mill al-inardkih md lira- dhahahal ila 
hid ika I lama/al a/da/id a-a-aldla/h < n a , ca ia\ < ihi alld yiii/dln 
kdiiti hdliund madma]. 

A lively dialogue which makes two important points: one is about the 
port and the other on the size of the ships. The impression is clearly 
of a harbour with a large number of ships, perhaps greater than any 
other Islamic harbour known at the time. But not only was the number 
of ships impressive, the text seems to say that they were large enough to 



9 Khusraw 1986: 96. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Abul-Fida' 1840:309. 

12 Al-Muqaddasl2001: 167; idem, 1906: 198. 



THE SHIP AT SEA! TRADE AND HAJJ 



219 



carry a whole city with its people. Apart from this hyperbolic reference 
(o size. al-MuqadclasI omits any real detail as to the cargo capacity and 
the number of crew and passengers. 

It is important to note that cargo vessels were not used exclusively 
for carrying merchandise; they served as passenger ships too. Niccolo 
de' Conti (d. 1469), a Venetian nobleman, noted circa 1420, that some 
of the Indian ships were larger than European vessels 13 and Francois 
Pyrard (d. 162 1) tells us that in the Indies they build vessels larger than 
"anywhere else in the world". 14 An interesting comment, but we are 
not told whether they were Indian, Javanese or perhaps Chinese. That 
they were Indian is possible, because as we have seen elswhere, Arabic 
sources inform us that a large number of Far Eastern shipwrights, 
mariners and merchants settled on the Malabarian coast before the 
1500s. One could speculate that some junks were built here or similar 
large vessels that towered over the Portuguese ships. 

The Portuguese caravel in the fifteenth and early sixteenth century 
was between 60 to 100 tons 15 (illustration 62) and from Portuguese 
sources of the time we learn that Gujarati sewn ships had a 100-ton 
capacity; 16 one document mentions a 200-ton cargo local ship loading 
horses and sacks of dates at Qalhat in 1507. 17 Other ships were larger, 
possibly up to 500-ton capacity. 18 Ocean-going vessels transporting 
pilgrims to Jeddah during the hajj season may also have had a capacity 
of circa 200 tons. Much of the pilgrim traffic was on Gujarati ships; 
they were cargo vessels as most pilgrims were also merchants carrying 
goods to Jeddah or other stops on their inbound and outbound journey. 
Trans-shipment of goods also took place at Aden and Aidhab on the 
African Red Sea coast; there they were transferred to smaller vessels 
and then transported to minor Red Sea ports. These vessels had a 



13 Indiain the Fifteenth Century 1857, 2.27. 

1 1 Voyage of Francois Pyrard 1887-1890, 1: 258. 

15 The caravel with its storm jib-sails typified the Portuguese vessel for voyages of 
exploration as well as for trade; originally, she was designed to carry a lateen-rig on 
two masts known as the caravela latum but later because of the incompatibility of this 
rig for long voyages like those to India, the Portuguese developed the caravela rotunda, 
a compromise of the north-European three masts: a square rig on the two fore masts 
and the Mediterranean rigged mizzen (see Chapter 6). Batholomew Diaz in 1487 and 
Ferdiand Magellan in 1519-1522 voyaged on board the caravela rotunda, see Landstrom 
1961: 102-3, 106-7. 

16 Collecfao de noticias 1812-1856, II: 1 14. 

17 Commentaries 1875-1880, 1: 66. 

18 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921,11: 76. 
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Illustration 62 The caravel, Vasco Gomes de Abreu of 60 to 100 torn sailed along 
the East African coast in 1507 {Memoria das armadas c. 1566) 

weight capacity of circa 50 tons. Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) mentions 
the jalba-ierry in 579/1183 which was probably of this size, making 
trips with pilgrims from Aidhab to Jeddah. 19 These Red Sea ships were 
most likely designed with a shallower draft which was better capable 
of manoeuvring in places where coral reefs were in abundance and 
small islands were submerged in the sea close to the surface. But in 
the eyes of both western and non-western medieval authors, no ship 
seems to have matched the size of a Chinese junk (CA pljunuk). 20 How 
true is this? 



19 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 65. 

20 The name junk is iiueivMiiig and one which was not unfamiliar to Arabians, Per- 
sians and Indians. An early record of the nomenclature appears in 1310. It is quite pos- 
sible that the English version of "junk" inav have < ome from Porlusnic.sc "junco". Other 
references to junks are found in Catlwy and tin Win Thhhei 1866. I: 73: journal of John 
Jourdain 1905: 62, 123. 212 in., 216 fn.. 237, 215,' 316, 323, 340. See also Ibn Battuta 
1968, IV: 92; Marco Polo 1982: 210; Jun-yan 1980: 98-9 and Xin Yuan'ou (cited in 
Church 2005: 3 seq). 
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Descriptions of Chinese ships as being large vessels come from dif- 
ferent sources: Marco Polo (d. 1323) and Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 
or 779/1377) were both impressed by their size. 21 They seem to be 
the only travellers from the Christian and Muslim west who bothered 
to give details of Chii'. < - Because of the lack of information on 
Arabian, Persian or Indian vessels, the description of Chinese vessels 
is particularly valuable as they can throw some light on their Islamic 
counterparts. Even the Portuguese caravels were not described by Muslim 
authors, presumably because they were a familiar sight to the Indian 
Ocean seafaring communities. The lack of such detail is no surprise. 
It is not only the caravel and the junk that they failed to describe, the 
silence on Indian Ocean ships in general is striking. 

As for Chinese sources, they too emphasize the great size of their 
ships: Ma Huan in his lingyai shenglan (The Overall Survey of the 
Ocean's Shores) refers to them as "whale-like" ships, 22 and in a report of 
a diplomatic voyage to Korea in 1 123, Xu Jing (cited by Sally Church) 
says that 85-foot Chinese ships "had the majestic quality of great 
mountains". 23 However, the length of these ships is actually quite small, 
for according to several Chinese sources, Zheng He's ships (pre- 15th c) 
were 447 feet (138.4 m) by 183 feet (56 m). 24 If we compare these 
measurements with contemporary Genoese ships, 84.5 feet (25.75 m) 
in length with a depth (railing to keel) of 21.5 feet (6.55 m), 25 we can 
easily discern that the Chinese figures relating to the Zheng He's ships 
are grossly inflated. 

The size of a ship can be judged by the number of masts and our 
Islamic sources, as pointed out in Chapter 6, mention Indian Ocean 
ships as not having more than two masts, so compared to most Chinese 
ships, they must have been of small or medium size. Marco Polo com- 
ments that Chinese junks had four masts and "often they add another two 
masts, which are hoisted and lowered at pleasure" 26 while Ibn Battuta 
describes the size of these vessels by the number of sails: he says that 



21 Ibn I! unit nliiied three I i medium' and ;« Mil ill For 
luikam. lieekingham identified it as the ( Chinese lioa-r/i'iiuii "muling vessel", the type Ibn 
Battuta sailed on beyond the Indian coast to China, see Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 95; idem, 
1958-2000, IV: 813, fn. 43, 815; he called the smaller types: nisjy thulthi, and rub'imd 
tells us that they were built in Zaitun and Canton; see Kindermann 1934: 94. 

22 Church 2005: 11-2. 
2;i Ibid., 13. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Landstrom 1961: 83. 

26 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 210. 
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Illustration 63 A cargo junk with multiple masts that may have similar features 
to Zheng He's (d. 1433 or 1435) Treasure Ships (picture drawn by Landstrom 
1961: 219, pi. 538) 

in 743/1342 he saw in the port of Calicut Chinese ships that had from 
three to twelve sails. 27 This figure matches that of Niccolo de' Conti, 
circa 1420, who, like his predecessors sailed on a junk; he informs us 
that she carried ten to twelve sails, 28 whereas al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 
(fl. 8th/ 14th c) claims that Indian ships had seven sails. 29 

Chinese sources differ on the number of masts but the largest number 
recorded is nine. 30 This seems unlikely as a ship with nine masts would 
be unsafe; Xin Yuan'ou argues that a ship with such a structure would 
be "unable to resist the combined strength and force of such huge sails"; 
she would not be able to cope with strong wind and would break. 31 



27 IbnBattuta 1968, IV: 91. 

28 Cited in Hall 1996: 124. 

29 Al-Nuwayfil-Iskandaram 1968-1976, II: 249. 

30 Personal communication (Sally Church 26 June 2006). 

31 From an article by Xin Yuan'ou originally published in Chuanshi yanjiu Historv 
of Ships), 17 (2002): 1-20. I have seen a draft translation by Salh- Church entitled "A 
technical analysis of the dimensions of Zheng 1 le's treasure ships" and die quote comes 
from p. 24 (written communication 26 June 2006). 
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A smaller number of masts seems to be about right: in a recently dis- 
covered illustration of Zheng He's (d. 1433 or 1435) fleet found in a 
religious text, Taishang shuo Tianfeijiu kulingyingjing (The Supreme Vener- 
able Sovereign's Scripture Relating to the Celestial Spouse's Rescue of 
the Suffering Souls) 32 (1420) (illustration 63), it is clear that the largest 
Chinese ships could carry six masts "with two small collapsible masts 
in the stern for turning and control", the latter, interestingly, are similar 
to Marco Polo's description above, and to the Song dynasty shipwreck, 
recovered at Quanzhou Bay in 1974. 33 

Another factor to consider is the tonnage: we are told that Zheng 
He's ocean-going ships were between 15,000 to 20,000 tons with a 
7,000 tons displacement; these figures have been the discussion of 
several maritime historians and ship architects. 34 Xin Yuan'ou asserts 
that with fifteenth-century technology, the building of large ships of 
15,000 to 20,000 tons would have been difficult: consider the water- 
tight compartments, a technical innovation known at the time, which 
would have made Chinese ships "transversely strong but longitudinally 
weak"; 35 thus, the keel of a ship which was 447 feet (139.4 m) in length, 
such as that of Zheng He's Treasure Ships, would have needed several 
tree trunks to construct it. For a ship of this size, the mast would have 
required multiple timbers, and China in the fifteenth century, argues Xin 
Yuan'ou, did not have joining materials in order to support tall masts; 
furthermore, high rigging would have made the Chinese ship weak. 

From the comments of modern scholars on Medieval Chinese 
accounts and reports, it is apparent that a ship had a natural limit to 
her size, going beyond, would have made her structurally unsafe as 
well as causing a considerable loss of manoeuvrability something the 
Spanish Armada ships famously experienced. 36 

Measuring the dimensions of a ship, one normally takes the length 
at deck level or at the waterline. No medieval Arabic or Islamic sources 
provide us with such information. In order to calculate the size of a ship 
it is possible to look at the number of crew and passengers on board 
ship. Ibn Battuta tells us that on a large junk he estimated 1,000 crew 



32 Translation title was provided by Sally Church (wrillcn communication 1 August 
2006). 

33 See Xin Yuan'ou (see note 31; draft translation p. 35). 
11 Sec Church 2005: 2-4. 

35 Ibid., 3 (communication Sally Church 24 January 2007). 

36 Howarth 1981: 209-10; he asserts that the Spanish ships were "over-masted for 
Atlantic weather and had rigging which was too light" (ibid., 209). 
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members: 600 sailors and 400 men-at-arms (archers, shield-men and 
naphtha throwers), 37 the latter were important in order to defend the 
ship, cargo and passengers against pirates and unforeseen sea incursions 
(see Chapter 8). Unfortunately, Ibn Battuta does not give the number of 
passengers. Compared with these figures, we have Ibn Jubayr's report 
on a Genoese ship he took in 580/1 184 from Acre to al-Andalus: he 
states that there were 2,000 Christian pilgrims and "many" Muslims; 38 
unlike Ibn Battuta he does not mention the number of crew members. 
This suggests a very large ship such as the Sindi and Gujarati types 
described by Francois Pyrard (d. 1621), each of which, he says, could 
carry "as many as 2,000 persons on board". 39 The question is: are 
these figures correct? 

One might come close to reliable figures if we consider the following 
reports: from an inventory of ships described by Gong Zhen (c. 1500), 
he says that on Zheng He's ships, some 200 to 300 sailors were needed 
on deck to handle mat and cloth sails, anchors and the rudder; 40 while 
in 1331, Friar Odoric witnessed 700 passengers on a, junk, and that 
included sailors and merchants. 41 So, given all this information, is it 
possible to calculate the size of a ship from the number of sailors and 
passengers on board? One might consider adopting the western medi- 
eval rule of calculating the size of the ship by the formula of one man 
per ton of displacement: thus, if we take Gong Zhen's data, we would 
have 200 to 300 tons; Ibn Battuta's 1,000 crew would come to 1,000 
tons and Friar Odoric's 700 men brings the total to 700 tons. But these 
calculations are simply not accurate because passengers and crew often 
shared their space with cargo as one finds on modern dhows. 42 In this 
case the numbers calculated above would roughly have to be doubled: 
Ibn Battuta's ship would have been 2,000 tons and the Genoese ship 
at least 4,000 tons. Were medieval ships as large as that? The answer 
is negative, so, the addition of cargo into the equation means that the 
man-ton ratio cannot work. 

Another method applied by Song Li (d. c. 1422) was to divide the 
number of crew and passengers by the total number of ships at sea, the 



37 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, IV: 183. 

38 Ibnjubayr 1952: 325. 

39 Voyage of Frangois Pyrard 1887-1890, 1: 258. 
4 » Church 2005: 13. 

11 Cathay and the Way Thither 1866. I: /?,. 
42 See Agius 2005a: 141-4. 
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result of which is multiplied by 2.5 tons. By using this formula, we can 
arrive at the following results: Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009) reported 
that in one voyage there were three ships with a total of 1,200 men 
which set sail from Siraf to Saymour (West India); 43 therefore 1,200 ^ 
3 ships = 400 men x 2.5 tons which comes to a 1,000 ton capacity. If 
we take the data from a Chinese source, a Changle inscription from 
the Zheng He era, there were 100 Treasure Ships. We are informed 
through several sources that the total of men on board was 27,000 
to 28,000. By Song Li's formula: 27,000 - 28,000 men -100 ships = 
270-280 men x 2.5 tons, we obtain an average of 675-700 tons. 44 
One type comparable to Zheng He's ships was found at Quanzhou, 
measuring c. 98 feet (30 m) long with a displacement of 494 tons. 45 
Buzurg b. Shahriyar's figure above looks too high but the Chinese one is 
plausible. Consider a report by the historian al-Tabari (d. 310/922-3), 
who says that there were 100 shalandTs [s.v] in Damietta each carrying 
50 to 100 men 46 with a 125 to 250 ton capacity; that sounds about 
right; also consider the Mary Rose (1512), a carrack, which was 700 tons 
with some 400 men, carrying 100 guns. 47 It is interesting to note that 
in my fieldwork data collection in the Arabian/Persian Gulf, I was told 
that a nineteenth-century Kuwaiti baghla or an Omani ghanja rarely 
exceeded 600 tons. 4 " My conclusion from the above is that the largest 
Chinese junk's average length was about 200 to 250 feet with a maximum 
weight of 700 tons, and my estimate for Arabian, Persian and Indian 
sewn ships, the most prevalent in the medieval period (pre- 1500), that 
they were not larger than 100 feet in length with a maximum weight 
of 300 tons. 

How seaworthy were Arabian, Persian and Indian ships compared 
to Chinese or Javanese junks? It is difficult to say, but one Chinese 
source reports that when it came to sailing beyond Sri Lanka (Ceylon 
then), Persian and Arabian merchants boarded Chinese junks. 49 Both al- 
Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) and Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) 



4:i Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 165. 

44 Church 2005: 16. 

45 Ibid., 28. Xin Yuan'ou's formula for displacement (personal communication Sally 
Church [26 June 2006]) is to multiply the length, beam and draught of the ship and 
then multiplying by 0.5 coefficient, see Church 2005: 8, fn. 20. 

46 Al-Tabarl 1965, XII (iii): 1417-8. 

47 Gardiner & Allen 2005, IV: 12. 

48 Agius 2002: 44-75; idem, 2005a: 15-19. 

49 Jun-yan 1980: 92-3. 
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set off for China on a, junk. This could be interpreted as meaning that 
Perso- Arabian and Indian ships were believed to be less seaworthy than 
their Chinese counterparts. Chinese vessels were known to have a large 
draught and a good floating capacity. 

As noted earlier, the lack of information on the size of medieval 
Perso-Arabian and Indian ships is puzzling. It seems that Chinese ves- 
sels were indeed larger and more seaworthy than the rest of the Indian 
Ocean and European ships. Having said that, caravels, although much 
smaller than the Chinese junks, were much more agile and manoeu- 
vrable. Only after the sixteenth century did Indian shipwrights start to 
construct vessels larger than Portuguese caravels and even then usually 
not as large as Chinese or perhaps Javanese junks. 



Comfort on board ship 

Travellers on smaller ships would not, in general, have had the com- 
fort found on larger vessels. On the other hand, as one can tell from 
the port holes depicted in the Maqamat illustrations, some had cabins 
for the rich merchants (see illustration 49), as did Chinese vessels; Ibn 
Battuta, reporting about large junks, says that they had several rooms 
for their wives, children, concubines and slaves. 50 On Muslim ships, 
richer merchants paid for the use of such cabins or, if the ship's cabins 
were taken up, shared space with the sea captain on the aft deck while 
ordinary passengers would have slept by, or even on, their merchandise, 
as the cargo was often covered with layers of bamboo, reed mats, felt 
and sackcloth; 51 these absorbed water but were also comfortable for 
passengers to sleep on. Caspar Correia, the sixteenth-century Portu- 
guese chronicler, reports that the merchandise on Indian ships was 
covered with "leaves of the palm tree dried and well woven together". 
Not only that, he asserts, the palm leaves served as a "shelving roof" 
for water to run on each side of the ship. 52 As for animals, they shared 
the same space with travellers. Ibn Battuta has an anecdote about 
sharing his trip with camels on board a jalba [s.v] from Jeddah. As 
it happened he did not embark on the ship because he was afraid of 



50 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 92; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 814. 

51 See for example Alf layla wa-layki nd., Ill: 146. 

52 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 243. 
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the camels. 53 Sharing space with animals and merchandise was usual. 
On my field trip to Doha (Qatar) in 1992, I saw passengers travelling 
to Iran sleeping by their belongings on board the bum [s.v.] and sanbuq 
[s.v.] alongside camels and Toyota open trucks. 54 How much worse it 
must have been for our medieval travellers, who risked their lives in 
bad weather conditions, while the lack of water and sanitary facilities, 
the smell of vomit and the rats running in the cramped space of the 
vessel's hull and deck (if there was one) were enough to make the fife 
of the passengers miserable. Passengers must have provided their own 
food, water and cooking utensils; only the rich merchants were invited 
by the nakhudha to share his food prepared specially by the ship's cook 
(Chapter 6). 

Customs and port duties 

When a ship arrived at a major harbour the port officials would board 
the vessel and make preliminary enquires about the origin of the ship, 
its merchandise and the passengers. They would check the list of names, 
country of origin and items to declare. In terms of documentation, 
passengers would have travelled freely without any passports. At Alex- 
andria, reports Ibn Jubayr in 578/1 183, the officials interrogated each 
passenger as to what money he possessed in order to pay the zakat (a 
portion of one's property). 55 After the inspectors had finished their 
inquiries, they would order the removal of the masts, sails, rudder and 
anchors, which would be carried by the officials' helpers to the shore 
and locked until the vessel's departure. They did this, as Ludovico di 
Varthema (fl. 16th c) explains, "to ensure that the crew did not sail 
off without paying their customs". 56 The port officials investigated the 
commercial goods which would have then probably been unloaded 
to the shore. They counted and weighed the bales and packages in 
order to assess the customs dues. The taxable merchandise was taken 
to the customs house or storehouse located on the waterfront. After 
payment, the goods were released and porters were hired to carry the 



53 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 158; idem, 1958-2000, II: 361. 

54 Agius 2005a: 56. 

' lhn Jubayr 1952: 31-2; on customs officials see Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 183. 
56 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 60. On Aden's customs duties and procedures 
at the time of Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/1291), see Margariti 2002: 142-7; idem, 2007: 
113-4, 122-6. 
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merchandise on donkeys or carts to the caravan site or to smaller boats 
for trans-shipping to minor ports. This was roughly the procedure but 
some practices may have varied from one place to another. Other things 
to consider were that merchants incurred additional expenses for the 
hiring of porters, sailors, or a pilot and, of course, a shipowner and/ or 
sea captain. Sometimes the ship made multiple stops in a number of 
harbours, thus adding more to the expense. 

Profiting from their strategic position, ports could impose duties and 
tolls on merchandise in transit. There was always the danger of ships 
being plundered or having to buy themselves off by paying a heavy 
toll. Goods from the port of Basra, or by the Meccan caravan route to 
Bahrain, were taxed heavily at Bahrain. When Ibn Battuta arrived in 
Malabar in 743/1342, the Sultan of Bacanor demanded a tax on each 
passing ship; he recounts that if by chance the ship skipped the port, a 
party of harbour officials sailed out to the ship and brought her in by 
force. The sea captain would be charged double the tax and prevented 
from "proceeding on his journey for as long as they wish". 57 Customs 
and port duties could be extortionate and ships may have made attempts 
to avoid stopping unnecessarily at a harbour. According to Buzurg b. 
Shahriyar (d. 399/1009), the Sultan of Oman in 317/929 levied a tax 
of a tenth of the goods of a passing ship belonging to Isma'llawayh 
b. Ibrahim b. Mirdas, a shipowner; he had been taxed 600,000 dinars, 
not counting the cargo that escaped the customs' notice. 58 This must 
have been a significant amount, because in all the stories Buzurg men- 
tioned, he does not give any information on port taxes except for this 
one. In the third/ninth century, goods coming from certain countries 
paid heavier taxes; a special tithe was paid on China Sea trade, reports 
al-Ya'qubl (d. c. 278/891-2). 59 

Damage or loss of cargo was common and theft of cargo during 
trans-shipment could be other added costs. Some of these damages are 
well recorded in the Genizah letters; a few mishaps were attributable 
to human causes but the majority of them mention damage caused by 
storms, 60 water leaking into the ship, cargo getting wet by the waves 



57 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, IV: 808. 

58 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 130; idem, 1981: 76. 

59 Al-Ya'qubl 1883, II: 590. 

60 The Genizah letters record several disasters: ships were wrecked and never arrived 
at their destination, Goitein 1968: 335, 348; idem. 1973: 315-9, fn. 71; idem, 1999, 1: 
320-5; see also TS 10J1 1, fol. 17; TS 24.6; TS 20.69; ULC Or 1080 J22. 
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etc. 61 To lighten the ship in case of a storm, some of the cargo was 
jettisoned. Financial loss could also be due to the ship being caught 
in a storm thus delaying her arrival at the destination and missing the 
season of navigation dictated by the monsoon. Gales and storms could 
delay the departure from ports. A story told by Buzurg b. Shahriyar 
recounts how a sea captain, Muhammad b. Babishad, was concerned 
about the anxiety of the passengers and crew waiting in Basra until 
the gale was over: 

Ships stayed in port, and every man was agog for news of the sea and 
delay to shipping. For on board were a great number of people, passengers 
and others, and a cargo of great value. 

\/a-(i)iu/ala til al-marakih lai-lti aUaijal al-tjuluh hl-akhhar al-lmhr lat-la'aklikliam 
l-nuirdkih icti-kanti Jt illullika l-nuirakih kha/q min til-rukkdh lai-^limriliiin lai- 
tinili'a I aha qadr]. 62 

In spite of the port taxes, the levying of heavy taxes on runaways, 
and damages or loss of cargo, merchants, in general, made consider- 
able profit. A merchant from Basra who set sail with his two brothers 
anchored at a certain port where, he reports, "we sold our goods at a 
profit of ten dinars for one [clli i i) j [> / badaidnajn ibihnafi l-dinar 
'asharata danamr]. 63 We only have to look at what al-MuqaddasI had to 
say on this matter to realize that commerce in his time (4th/ 10th c) 
could be highly profitable but came at a price. Merchants took a chance 
for no voyage was safe. Al-Muqaddasi encountered a certain merchant, 
Abu 'All 1-MarwazI, on board ship, who informed him that one could 
set off from Aden with a thousand dirhams and return with a thousand 
dinars. Al-Muqaddasi was tempted to try his luck and was planning to 
set out to East Africa where gold was struck in quantities, but the loss 
of his trading partner shook him and made him change his mind, 

And indeed, what boots prosperity, with death in its wake, and the accu- 
mulation of wealth which one inescapably must leav e behind? 

[wa-ma yasna'u bi-ni'matin al-mawtu min wara'iha wa-jam'u amwal la budda 
min tarkiha]. 6 * 



61 TS 10J19, fol. 19; TS 12.211: TS 13, J29. fol. 7; sec Goitein 1999, I: 321, 323, 
329. 

62 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 17; idem, 1981: 11. 

63 Alf layla wa-layla nd., I: \2\Bookqf the Thousand Mights and One Might 1972, 1: 16. 

64 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 98; idem, 2001: 83. 
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Of course, the intention of this anecdote is to serve as a moral. There 
are other stories of merchants in the Arabian Mghts, where the joys and 
pleasures of commerce are expressed in the words of Sindbad the Sailor, 
a merchant of Baghdad, who "equipped [himself] with merchandise 
of price . . .". He recalls: 

We sailed from place to place and from city to city, buying and selling 
and rejoicing in the new sights which met our gaze. 

\iaa-lain nazal nnt.\tlfinna ana inakan ila aiakda ica-niia ntadina ila niadina ica- 
nahnu nabf wa-nashtarl wa-natqfarraj 'ala bilad al-nas]. 65 

But this feeling of safety was soon spoiled by a tragedy that befell the 
ship: Sindbad's vessel was broken into pieces against a rock; many 
perished but some survived, amongst whom was the narrator of the 
story. Sindbad had struck lucky this time as he recounts that the beaches 
where they were washed to by the waves were covered with a "multi- 
tude of bales from which rich merchandise and costly ornaments had 
escaped". 66 The loss of one place is the gain of another. 



The terrors of the sea 

The terrors of the sea were many: what passengers feared most was 
the loss of their lives through gales and storms or that their ships were 
wrecked on rocks. Gale winds blow at a speed of between 34 and 47 
knots; anything above 47 knots would be a storm, whose average speed 
is between 48 and 63 knots. 67 Cargo jettisoning was the practice when 
disaster struck. 68 Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) relates the 
story of a gale which sprang up at the southernmost part of Sri Lanka. 
The ship he was on narrowly escaped being wrecked and the only way 
to save the passengers and crew was to jettison the cargo and the mast. 
There was almost no hope: 

We were face to face with death, and people jettisoned all that they had, 
and bade farewell to one another. We cut down the mast and threw it 
overboard. 



65 Alf layla wa-layla nd., Ill: 140; Book of the Thousand Mghts and One Might 1972, II: 
219. 

66 Ibid., 1972,11:219. 

f " Kemp 1992:334,837. 

68 See for example al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 46, 93, 190; idem, 1981: 28, 54, 1 1 1. 
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[wa-ra'ayna l-mawt 'iyanan wa-rama l-nas bi-ma ma'ahum wa-tawada'u wa-qata'na 
mriya l-markab wa-ramayna bih] . m 

Sacrificing slaves for the sake of others could also have taken place, 
though it must be said that human jettison was opposed by all Islamic 
jurists. 70 

Gales and storms are a recurrent topic: a storm captured in a 
pre-Islamic verse by Zuhayr b. Abl Salma (d. after 627 CE) reads as 
follows: 

When you come to him, you come to the depths of a sea 
on the humped waves of which the ships are tossed about 

\nmla la tihi ta'ti lujja bahrin 

taqadhafu fi ghawaribihi l-sqfihu]. 71 

A lively description, it is as if the poet had himself experienced the 
terror of steering his ship in a storm. Medieval authors have often 
recorded such scenes. Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009) tells of a 
disaster that befell a magnificent new cargo-jalba [s.v] sailing from 
Oman to Jeddah in 325/936 when she was "swallowed up" by a gale 
and no person was saved. 72 On the journey from Siraf to Oman, al- 
Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) writes how 

the waves, crashing one against the other, the passengers panic | eel] at 
them as [the waves] towered over them. 

| i ii-iimwaj mutalatima tajza'u minha l-nujus idha ashrqfat 'alayha. . .]. 73 

Between Basra and Jannaba in the Persian Gulf, reports Ibn Hawqal 
(fl. c. 367/977-8), 

it was notorious!', dangerous and a ship hardly ever sails safely in this 
rough sea. 

[wa-huwa makw ii uii \ajina Ji hijan il-bahr\.' 1 

Pilot guides often included information on the condition of seas, their 
dangers etc.; one of the perilous passages in the Red Sea is described 
by al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c): 



69 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 186; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 857. 
7,1 lvlmlilieh 1995: 97-8; idem, 2002: 139-41. 

71 Montgomery 1997: 191. 

72 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 93. 

73 Al-Mas udl 1983, 1: 126 and 167. 

74 Ibn Hawqal 1992: 52. 
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Faran (near Jeddah;, a place where the winds blow from the direction 
of Egypt and of Syria to form an overpowering whirl, so there is utter 
destruction of ships there. . . . 

[thumma Faran wa-huwa mawdi' tahubbu fih al-riyah min Misr wa-l-Sham fa- 
tatahadhayan wa-fk halak al-marakib] 

He is referring here to the northerly prevailing winds which are frequent 
and often unpredictable. The Arabian Sea is a vast deep ocean and often 
there are seen "waves like towering and immovable mountains". 76 It is 
safe for outbound vessels but hazardous for inbound. Further, the Sea 
of Berbera, the gate to the Land of Zanj (i.e. the East African coast), 
was described as "one of the most dangerous seas" [min a'gam al-bihar 
khataran] while the Gulf of Sarandib (Sri Lanka today) was 

anions the mosi dillinili of all seas, from which men rarely return sale 
and sound. 

[wa-min al-bihar al-khabitha l-sa'ba l-shadida llatiyaqillu l-salam fiha]. 11 

It is interesting that Muslim geographers rarely mention winds that blow 
seasonally i.e. the SW monsoon (April to August) and NE monsoon 
(October to March) (see Chapter 6). Certainly, climatic conditions and 
seas are their chief concern but such descriptions are vague, though for 
the medieval traveller they are informative enough to give him a general 
picture. It is only when we come to gales and storms that some details 
start to appear; descriptions are believable so that one can imagine the 
scene; Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) and Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 
779/1377) are good examples: their experiences as travellers are every 
bit as lively as the stories of sea captains in the Ajd'ib al-Hind (Marvels 
of India) and Sindbad the Sailor in the Arabian Nights. 

Ibn Jubayr, who almost drowned three times, tells us of a storm 
that raged on the morning of 4 Rabf al-Akhir 579/ 26 July 1 183; it 
prevented their ship entering the harbour of Jeddah because of the 
many reefs. He says that they abandoned hope but luckily arrived at 
the anchorage where they beseeched Allah that " [their] return should 
not be by this accursed sea [i.e. the Red Sea]" [al-ld yakun insirdjund 
'aid hddhd l-bahr al-mal'un].™ On another occasion, in a ship that carried 



75 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 1 1; idem, 2001: 1 1. 

76 Ibid., 12 [12]. The description is found m the Qur an, Surat Hud (The Prophet 
Hudi, XI: 42 [wa-hiya tajnbihim f'mawjin ka-l-jibali]. 

77 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 113-4; idem, 1981: 66. 

78 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 70; idem, nd.: 68. 
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many merchants from Siraf, Buzurg b. Shahriyar narrates a story about 
a storm that blew the ship off the coast of the borders of China in the 
Malay seas. There was no hope of rescue, 

in a sea that boiled, beaten about by frightening waves, on a ship that 
leapt and plunged. . . . 

[wa-l-bihar al-zakhira wa-l-ainicaj al-lulvila ica-markalnilutni rtinull lai- 
ya'inn...]. 79 

The winds were intense and the crew could not understand the orders 
of the captain because of the noise of the crashing waves against each 
other and the howling of the wind. 80 The ship would have foundered 
were it not for the captain's skill in managing the ship and keeping 
calm among the crew and passengers. At the end, he remarked that 
it was not the gale that would have broken the ship but "the crew's 
negligence and the state of the rigging" [... ullat al-rijal wa-'uddat al- 
markab]. sl However, in a different story told by Ibn Jubayr, he says that 
in a storm between Aidhab and Jeddah, the crew struggled to lower 
and raise the sails but, he comments, in spite of their good efforts, the 
gear was not strong enough and often broke. 82 The narrator is making 
a point here in that sailors were chosen for their nautical skills which 
were much needed in bad weather and a ship could be lost if they 
failed to demonstrate competently their skills. 

Gales struck at random. A Hijazi merchant, Abu 1- Abbas, who owned 
many ships in the sixth/ twelfth century had eleven out of twelve ships 
wrecked in one day. 83 A merchant ship set off in 306/918 in the com- 
pany of two other ships from Siraf to Saymur. The day before their 
arrival a gale rose and "the sails could not be reefed" [fa-lam nadbat 
al-shar'], so the ship lost control and was carried away with the waves. 
Some of the men boarded the ship's boat and left it to their fate. They 
became so hungry and desperate that they were beginning to think of 
eating one of themselves, when luck struck them and, lo and behold, 
they saw land. Of the three ships, no lives were saved, except for those 
who embarked on the ship's boat. 84 



79 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 21; idem, 1981: 13. 

80 Ibid., 1883-1886: 23; 1981: 14. 

81 Ibid. 

82 Ibn Jubayr 1952: 70. 

83 Labib 1970: 68. 

84 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 165-7; idem, 1981:97-8. 
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Sindbad the Sailor, in his sixth voyage, recalls when his ship, filled 
with merchants and notables, left Basra peacefully for a long voyage 
until one day a strong wind arose from nowhere and the captain warned 
everyone on board that they would perish unless Allah saved them. 
Thus, Sindbad describes the scene: 

So all the passengers wept for themselves: they bade one another farewell, 
because of the expiration of their lives, and their hope w as cut off The 
vessel drove upon that mountain and went to pieces. . . . 

|, haka janui I-ritkl al iii/iisikiiii n ; adila aduhnin 'iti'da h i trunk 
a iiidri/iiin i ni/a/a'a n nikuiii i , i •',< i I in rkti til Ilia . i ' • , 
(ijnkasaiat a a I , i \ 

Many lost their lives, but some, among them Sindbad, saved themselves 
"by clinging to the lower crags" of a mountain. lib 

If it were not gales or storms it was something else: crocodiles 87 and 
big fish (probably whales or sharks), some 100 to 200 fathoms long, 8 " 
abounded everywhere in the Indian Ocean from East Africa to China. 
They followed a vessel for food and, of course, a wreck would be a 
great prey. But some fish, we are told, 

. . . strike the ship again and again, until they have capsized [her] and 
swallowed all they find. God have mercy on us! 

I / / India la it/it i t 1 i 

nas'alu Allah al- tl/ira] ."" 

Al-Mas'udi (d. 345/956-7) sailed in almost every corner of the Indian 
Ocean: "In these seas", he says, "horrors beyond count befell me" [wa- 
asabanT Jiha min al-aha , ' ad Id a( In 'an] Writing about the Sea of 
Zanj (i.e. East Africa) he says there were whales measuring four hun- 
dred "arms in length"; the crew and passengers were scared of them 
but sailors would fend them off "with bells and rattles in order to flee 
away ..."[/ ( / | Ringing of bell 

was a common tactic, 91 as was the striking of pieces of wood against 



85 Alf layla wa-layla nd., Ill: 141; Thousand and One Nights 1979-1981,111: 62; Book of 
the Thousand Mghts and One Might 1972, II: 219. 

86 Ibid. 

87 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 115; idem, 1981: 66. 

88 Ibn Khurradadhbih 1889: 61. 

89 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 19; idem, 1981: 12. 

90 Al-Masudll983,I: 124. 

91 Relations des voyages 1815: 3. 
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another and the beating of drums. 92 Whether or not it was true that 
they were capable of attack, all sorts of noises were used to deter big 
fish or whales from following the ships. 



Piratical raids: Convoys of vessels 

Islamic shipping in the Western Indian Ocean often depended on 
Indian, Javanese and Chinese shipping and vice-versa. This might 
have been the result of the harmonious co-existence of Muslims and 
non-Muslims at a time when in the third/ninth and early fourth/tenth 
centuries trade with China had reached its highest peak. 93 The occa- 
sional sea incursion or piratical raid would have no doubt tipped that 
balance and cargo ships would have had to sail in a convoy of war- 
ships. Conversely, in the Mediterranean it was one-sided: the Islamic 
merchant shipping required almost constant naval assistance; Goitein 
gives details of some 150 Muslim ships owned by merchants in the 
fifth/ eleventh century which needed military protection because of the 
fear of being attacked by the Christian enemy. 94 

From East Africa to China the major hazard was pirates. Shipown- 
ers and sea captains were naturally concerned about the safety of the 
cargo and passengers: some pirates and corsairs were out for booty 
alone; others for slaves. Armed men challenged the pirates and inflicted 
damage or set fire to the ship: 



92 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 14; idem, 1981: 10. 

93 See Soucek 1993: 49. 

94 Goitein 1999, 1: 309-1 1 . There is mention of Mediterranean qurqur(a)s [s.v.], essen- 
tially war vessels, which often offered protection to cargo and pilgrim vessels; they fer- 
ried pilgrims from the North African coast to Alexandria, see Ibn al-Khaeb 1956: 327. 
'Imad al-Dln al-Isfahanl (d. 597/1201) tells us that Christian merchants travelled on 
their ships accompanied by a harraqa [s.v.], a lire w arship see Chapter 12) and Muslims 
seem to have targeted her as a great prize; thus, in the year 586/1 190 "[the Muslims] 
fell upon a i I t s which transported Christian merchants who owned 
property and wealth. . .". see Imad al-Dln 1965: 460. The barkuswas a small Christian 
warship of the time, Ibn Shaddad 1964: 154; Abu Shama 1287-1288 AH, II: 187; also 
mentioned together with Christian war vessels but sometimes operating as merchant 
ships are the large batsa or butsa, see RHC 1967, II: 43; III: 183, 190, 206, 220; IV: 235; 
al-Maqrlzi 1957-1973, I: 101, 103, 229; Kindermann 1934: 7-8; and other Christian 
vessels, the bayum and jalasa. sec al-MaqrtzI 1911-1921. IV: 54; idem, 1957-1973, IV 
(i): 294; IV (iii): 1227. 
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Every ship (passing through [the Arabian Sea]) needs to carry armed 
men, and personnel to throw Greek Fire. 

[wa-la biiddu ji ' i i i | 

The righting men on board ship were "the guarantors of safety". 96 In 
South Thailand and Cambodia piratical activity was rife, and numerous 
pirates were harboured in the port towns of Dwarka and Somnath. 97 
Marco Polo (d. 1323) gives us some interesting details on the dangers 
travellers encountered when approaching the coasts of Malabar and 
Gujarat: "More than 100 ships cruise every year as corsairs, seizing 
other ships and robbing the merchants". 98 He says that these pirates 
were accompanied by wives and children. 99 Their tactics were to cruise 
in line, about five miles (8 km) apart; thus in an area of one hundred 
miles (160.9 km), there would be twenty ships and "as soon as they 
catch sight of a merchant ship, one signals to another by means of 
beacons". 100 

Piracy in the Indian Ocean was on a big scale; there is no Islamic 
source that does not mention the dangers and risks of sailing this sea 
infested by pirates. One story in the 'Aja'ib al-Hind (Marvels of India) 
tells us that Isma'ilawayh, a shipowner (see above), was sailing from 
Kalah to Oman in 317/929, when 63 pirate vessels attacked his ship. 
A combat followed for three days and several of the pirate ships were 
burnt and many attackers were killed. He escaped, but there is no word 
about the crew and the rest of the passengers. 101 In another story we 
are told that pirates in the Gulf of Sarandib (Sri Lanka) 

attack ships, and eat those they capture. These are the worst of men. 
There are none like them anywhere. 

| '/ / shm i qawm wa-laysa fi sayir al~ 

(uiulkin iikiii xaijla al-lxthr inilhlahum]. m 



95 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 12; idem, 2001: 11. 

96 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 59; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 800. 

97 G. E. Gerini as cited by Had! Hasan 1928: 112. 

98 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 254. They are described by the Russian traveller, Atha- 
nasius Nikitin as "Kofars" (pagans), presumably he meant Hindus, see India in the Fif- 
le.utl, Cnlury 1857. 3.11. 

99 Travels of Marco Polo 1982: 254. 

100 India in the Fifteenth Century 1857, 3. 1 1. 

101 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 129-30; idem, 1981: 76. 

102 Ibid., 1883-1886: 114; 1981: 66. 
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A gruesome picture; other stories in the 'Aja'ib speak about cannabilistic 
activities of this sort. 

One way to deter the pirates was to create a device to block pirate 
ships from entering the harbour. At the Straits of Malacca, according 
to a Chinese chronicle, an iron chain was installed between two ends 
of the harbour; after port officials made all the necessary checks, the 
iron chain was raised and any attempt by the enemy to reach the 
cargo ships was curtailed. 103 A good solution for a port surrounded by 
land on both sides; the open sea, however, offered no alternative but 
to face the pirates. Considering this permanent danger, which route 
was then the safest? 

Cooperation between shipowners of different ships facilitated the 
delivery of the merchandise safely; no doubt their concern was also 
the protection and safety of merchants and pilgrims. A cargo-pas- 
senger ship would have departed in company with several others in 
case they were attacked by pirates or overtaken by a gale. They would 
have sought each other's assistance in case a ship ran into difficulties. 
But things could sometimes go wrong. A sea captain, 'Imran al-Araj, 
sailed in 325/936 from Oman to Jeddah on his own ship along side 
several vessels from Aden, Ghalafiqa and Athar; he recounts that one 
ship capsized, no one was saved and the cargo perished. 104 Convoys 
were indispensable, and in case the cargo was gold and other precious 
merchandise, shipowners and merchants would have asked and paid 
for the assistance of warships, as one Genizah letter reveals. 105 

The Egyptian Karimi merchants were protected by the Fatimid war 
fleet, the historian al-Qalqashandl (d. 821/1418) informs us; 106 their 
trade from Egypt to India brought in great revenues to the caliphate. 
Apparently the squadron was up to five warships. Although Yaacov 
Lev questioned the practicality of this in terms of war equipment, 
operation and crew, 107 it must be said that in general, convoys boosted 
trade with the east and opened up markets and sources of supply. This 



103 Chauju-Kiw 1911: (>2. Iron chains were also used to protect naval arsenals: the 
shipyard in Tunis built under the governorship of Ifriqiyya Hassan b. al-Nu'man in 
89/708-9 was located inland and access to it was through a channel; iron chains were 
lifted to block the passage and protect the arsenal from the enemy, see Fahmy 1966: 1 14, 
fn. 3, and 1 18; see Salim & 'Abbadl 1969: 25-34. 

104 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 93; idem, 1981: 54. 

105 Goitein 1973: 311-2. 

106 Al-Qalqashandl 1913-1919, III: 520. 

107 Lev 1999: 171. 
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protection strengthened the Mediterranean-Egypt-India commercial 
links. Cambay became the Muslim-ruled entrepot during the Mamluk 
period (7th/ 13th c), playing an important economic and political role; 
Quseiri archaeological finds and a number of Arabic paper fragments, 
as discussed elsewhere, testify to this long-distance trade. 108 



Superstition and rituals for safe journey 

The size and height of sea waves frightened people. They were only 
too well aware that while a ship at sea usually rides with the waves, if 
she loses her stability masses of water could break her to pieces. 

Rituals were performed for a safe journey, and at the time of stormy 
weather they prayed for calm sea. 109 Charms were worn by sailors to 
sail with a good wind and protect them against pirates. 110 Up to modern 
times, an amulet the bayraq (pi bay arid), an emblem of the Southern 
Arabian holy men, was worn by sailors as a lucky charm; they believe 
it gives "good fortune" (baraka) at sea. 111 Ibn Battuta narrates a story of 
sailors who visited a shaikh, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim b. Shahriyar at Kazerun 
(55 mi/88.5 km west of Shiraz), who was venerated by many Indians 
and Chinese sailors. They presented him with a petition to protect 
them from attacks of pirates and storms, and made a pledge that they 
would donate a certain amount of money when they had completed 
their voyage safely. 112 

Most of our Muslim geographers have commented on the effects of 
nature and rough seas on people. Al-Mas'udl tells us how the seas of 
the Gulf of Aden between Berbera and Ras Hafun caused terror to 
those that crossed it: he says Omani and Sirafi mariners were tossed 
high and low on the waves; he evokes the scene of Omani sailors recit- 
ing the following verses: 



108 Guo 2004: 25, 27, 43, 48, 55, 58-9, 62-6, 85, 90-1, 96-7, 179-80, 182, 210; 
Regourd 2004: 277-9 and her forthcoming book; for a survey of the excavations at 
Quseir al-Qadim see Peacock & Blue 2006. 

109 See for example al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 25. 

110 Ibn Battuta 1968,11: 89-92. 

111 Serjeant 1974: 137. 

112 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 89-92; idem, 1958-2000, II: 319-21. 
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Barbara andjafuna, your wav es that frighten us 
Jafuna and Barbara, their surge of the sea as you see. 

[Barbara wa-Ja/dnT \ca-inaicjuka l-iiiajnuiiT 
, I i laid] 

The sea was full of surprises; but by prayer and ritual, crew members 
hoped to ward off any evil that could befall the ship. Crossing the sea 
from Aidhab tojeddah, Abu 1-Hasan al-Shadhill (d. 656/1258), a Sufi, 
used to recite the Litany of the Sea (hizb al-bahr) on board ship: 114 

. . . Guide us, and deliver us from the hand of the evildoers, and grant us 
a fair wind according to Thy knowledge. . . . 

[. . .wa-(i)hdindwa-najjindmin al-qawmi l-zalimina wa-hab lan nhai yyi 
kama hiya fi 'ilmika. . .]. 115 

The Litany of the Sea was a well-known devotional exercise recited at 
the time by his disciples every day. Rituals for a smooth journey were 
performed on small islands or at an anchorage before setting off on 
a voyage: the crew prayed and threw rice in the sea, then cried out: 
"This is your guest, oh mountain!" [hadhihi diyafatuka ayyuhd l-jabal]. 116 
Rocky hills and mountains were their guide; they were the landmarks 
the pilot needed; thus, prayer and ritual secured his guidance and luck. 
In the Red Sea region, when the cargo-jalba [s.v] approached the coast 
close to Aidhab, sailors greeted the mountains saying: 

O mountain, the captain of this ship sails from here and there your 
favour is with him 

\ayyiihd l-jabal hadha markab al-ndkliddd sdfaia mill balad al : /it/dnTyitndit l-balad 
al-Juldni khdtiruka ma ah] . 1 17 

Other information on votive offerings come from Sanskrit and Pali 
literature: mariners made a donation to their gods if they were saved. 
Tara. the Buddhist goddess, the protectress, appears in a number of 
images such as a man sinking in the sea and invoking Tara's help. 118 



113 Al-Masudi 1983,1: 123. 

114 Of Moroccan origin al-ShndhilT w as founder of a religious brotherhood; for polit- 
ical reasons he settled in Alexandria and from there went on pilgrimage to Mecca every 
year, see Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, 1: 24, fn. 62 and fn. 65. 

115 Ibn Battuta 1968, 1: 42; idem, 1958-2000, 1: 26. 

116 AJ-Nuwayrl 1-Iskandara.nl 1968-1973, II: 247. 

117 Ibid.; see also Gildemeister 1882: 443. 

118 Tripati 2006: 88. 
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One finds similar themes in Christianity, such as in Orthodoxy, St. 
Nicholas, and in the Catholic tradition, the Blessed Virgin Mary saving 
the crew members or passengers from sinking 119 

But the most frightful of all were the genies (CA, coll. jinn), who 
inhabited the mountains and desert; they could be mischivious and 
attract winds and stormy sea; so rice or food gathered by the merchants 
was often thrown in the sea as an offering, thus warding off evil. When 
the winds dropped and the sea was calm, a black hen or a black he- 
goat was slaughtered and its blood put at the mast step. After that 
sailors burnt aromatic wood and waited for good winds. 120 The wind 
was associated with spiritual power, so using swords to cut the wind, 
as al-Nuwayri (fl. 8th/ 14th c) informs us was the custom, is another 
sign of magic ritual. 121 If calmness persisted, crew members made a 
model boat from a jar (guild) stuffed with salt, ash and cooked rice. A 
candle was placed in the middle to represent the mast and went around 
the deck for seven times. Then the candle was lit and the jar (or boat 
model) was set afloat on the water, with the cry: "This is an offering to 
the sea". The jar remained afloat until the wind picked up and a wave 
blew the candle light off and swallowed it away. 122 

There were several dangerous spots for sailing: Ras Jumjuma at the 
Musandam Peninsula, Ras Fartak and Ras al Kalb at the southern end 
of Southern Arabia and the straits between Ras Hafun and the Island 
of Socotra. Genies were believed to live here at the bottom of the sea 
so that an offering to the heavenly spirits was essential. Ibn al-Mujawir 
(d. 690/1291) records the following practice: when a ship approached 
the Island of Socotra, sailors attached a sail and tiller to a pot, then 
stuffed it with salt, ash and coconut and threw it in the stormy sea. 123 
All the ships crossing the Indian Ocean on their way to Aden anchored 
near Sira Island, a holy place, where it was believed a guardian spirit 
lodged; at the island mariners prayed for a safe return. 

"Angels of the ship" protected the mariners and their vessel in both 
rough and calm weather. A certain Abu 1-Zahr al-Barkhatl, a sea 
captain, was sailing in the Sea of Malay, when a frightening storm 



119 Pucciarelli 2000: 62-80; Prins 1989: pi. 1, 3-5, 7-44. 

120 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1973,11:247. 

121 Kamioka & Yajinia 197!): (il Atsuko Saisho translated for me sections of this 
book April 2000). 

122 Al-Nuwayri 1-Iskandaram 1908 1973,11:248. 

123 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954,1: 114. 
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broke on the first night of the voyage and the ship was on the point 
of foundering Seeing this, the captain asked the crew and passengers 
to calm down and pluck courage but they still despaired and turned 
to prayer. One sailor, we are told, placed rice with animal fats and a 
bucket of water to give to the angels in order to be delivered from their 
misery However, an old man who was hiding on board ship consumed 
the food and water. When he gave himself up, the crew and merchants 
were stupefied, for they thought he must be the angel and were not 
expecting that he would appear to them. The old man told them who 
he was and not to fear for everyone on board would be saved. 124 The 
purpose of the story was to remind listeners, who would be sailors, to 
put their faith in Allah, but it does demonstrate how widespread these 
practices were, something that seems to be common to all regions where 
people travel by sea. 



Inter- cultural beliefs: the spirit of the sailing ship 

The 'Aja'ib al-Hind is full of stories about merchants who had a super- 
stitious fear of the sea, not surprising when one considers that the 
medieval pilot's only aids were the stars and his primitive instruments; 
other than that, he relied on experience, but it did not take much for 
a sailing ship to be driven out of sight of land. When the merchants 
and pilgrims set out on a sea voyage, they would have thought of the 
land to which they were going but equally they longed for what they 
had left. The vastness of the sea frightened them and so they reverted 
to prayer and ritual to ensure that Allah would deliver them from 
disasters and loss of life. 

Ships carried symbols which were considered to have special pow- 
ers; they consisted of motifs which bore expressions of cultural beliefs 
belonging to the Indian Ocean people. Such motifs or decorative 
themes presented symbolism that went back to ancient history; zoo- 
morphic themes, for example, persist from antiquity to present times. 
Several medieval Persian miniatures show ships or boats with animal 
head stems. In more recent times, the East African mtepe [s.v.] had a 
stemhead shaped like a head of a bird; also the Kuwaiti baghla [s.v] 



124 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 26; idem, 1981: 16. 
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Illustrations 64 & 65 (Left) The animal headstem is a recurring feature 
in Persian miniatures, from the Haft Aurang of Jami, Meshhed 1556-1565, 
1946.12, fol. 147 (courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, Freer Gallery of 
Art, Washington D.C.); (right) the parrot-shaped stemhead on a Kuwaiti cargo 
baghla 1999 (photo author) 

had a parrot-shaped stemhead facing inward 125 (illustrations 64 & 65). 
What would be the significance of such motifs? 

They are represented in both the Bronze Age culture and pre -Islamic 
times; LeBaron Bowen thinks that they could be echoes of human or 
animal sacrifice, when the severed head was fixed to the prow; 126 the 
ritual changed slightly then by placing the goatskin from the goat sac- 
rificed at the launch of the boat on the stemhead as one finds today on 
the Musandam battik [s.v.] and elsewhere 127 (illustration 66). Decorations 
such as goatskins and pendulous decorations convey messages, and, 
presumably, are thought to impart protection, but we cannot now be 
sure of their significance. Other motifs such as the oculus, the stylized 



123 Sec Agius 2002: 49-50. 

126 LeBaron Bown Jr. 1955: 32. 

127 Agius2002: 111. 
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Illustration 66 Goatskin on the battil karib's stemhead in Kumzar, Musandam 
Peninsula, Oman 1996 (photo author) 

eye, are connected with nature. 128 Interestingly, there seems to be no 
iconographic examples of the oculus on medieval Islamic ships though 
it exists in stylised forms such as a simple circle. Would the absence of 
the oculus be explained by the Islamic prohibition on representative 
imagery? It would seem unlikely, given that the arabesque floral design 
may be found on medieval Islamic ships and more recent dhows, a 
motif which seems to have replaced the oculus. 

This floral design is ubiquitous and there is evidence that it goes 
back to antiquity. As to what it represents, we can only now speculate, 
though interestingly, its presence is often associated with Persian influ- 
ence 129 (illustration 67). 

Travel by sea was inherently perilous, with danger coming from both 
man and nature. In times of greatest danger — when loss of life seems 



128 On the subject of oculi see LeBaron Bowenjr. 1955: 5-48; idem, 1957b: 262-91; 
Prins 1970: 327-39. 

129 For further details see my article 2007: 101-1 1. 
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Illustration 67 Arabesque floral carved decoration on a river boat from a 
copy of al-HaniT's Mai/dnid/. Baghdad (»;>.">/ 1237 (courtesy of Bibliotheque 
Nationale, Ms 5847, fol. 119v) 



imminent, travellers instinctively return to the superstition of their 
ancestors. The symbolic meanings of all these motifs may be lost, but 
their occurrence embodies some spirit or belief which has persisted 
throughout the history of decorative motifs in maritime culture. In its 
diverse representations, the oculus may be interpreted as symbolically 
keeping watch over the sea as well as looking inward to protect the 
ship, the crew and passengers from danger. However, the meaning of 
other motifs is by no means clear. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE SHIP AT SEA: NAVAL INCURSIONS 



Sweet trumpets filled the air with sound 

animating men's happy spirits; 

the boats of the Muslims crowded the sea, 

their awnings trailing in the water; 

the gunners fired their dreadful cannon, 

blotting out the sun with smoke: 

blast followed on blast, becoming so fierce, 

the Muslims clapped their hands across their ears. 1 

Luis Vaz de Camoes (d. 1580) 

References to the subject of the bahriyya (navy) made by Arab, Byzantine 
and Western sources in the early centuries of Islam, give substantial 
information about military-naval activities in the Mediterranean: 2 Until 
the fifth/ eleventh century as far as our documents can tell, Muslim and 
Byzantine warships were manned by skilled fighting men who possessed 
naval war manuals and were trained in the best naval tactics. 3 On the 



1 Camoes 1997, Canto Two, vs 100. 

2 On this subject Ayalon's article (1960, I: 945-7) provides a rich bibliography of 
Arabic primary sources; see also Fahmy 1966: 80-148. For the early naval history (up 
to 648/1250) the reader is referred to Ehrenkreutz's short article (1982: 119-21) and 
for more details see Khanki 1948; Mahir 1967; Christides 1987: 87-99; Makrypoulias 
2002; Pryor 2006, IV: 1101-2. On the main works for the Mediterranean Byzantine- 
Islamic sources, see Fahmy 1966; Ahrweiler 1966; Santoro 1978; Redde 1986; Pryor 
1992; Delgado 1990; Christides 1995: 111-22; idem, 2002: 87-106. Early raids in 
Muslim naval history were against Cyprus in 28/655; the navy was victorious over a 
Byzantine fleet in the Battle of the Masts (Dhat al-Sawarl) as it is called. Constantinople 
suffered two sieges under the Arabs in the years between 54 to 69/673-688 and 98 
to 99/716-717, see Fahmy 1966: 80-113. The naval base at Tunis was successful in 
a number of raids on Sicily until its capture in 291/902 by the Aghlabid naval forces. 
Their naval traditions were taken by the Fatimids who undertook to expand the Mus- 
lim fleet in the Levant and the mid-Mediterranean, capturing Sardinia, Corsica, the 
Balearic Islands, Malta and other islands which were significant gains both politically 
and economically. They raided also the southern coast of France, Genoa and the 
south of Italy, Calabria. Their conquest of Egypt in 358/969 was a decisive step in 
expanding their realm from North Africa to Syria. 

3 For further details on the Fatimid navy, its composition and tactics see Lev 1999: 
183-4; see also Ibn al-Manqall 1988: 249-54; Christides 1984a: 137-48; idem, 2002: 
87-106. 
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subject of military-naval activities in the Indian Ocean, however, the 
sources have not much to say. What could be the reason for this? One 
explanation is that for centuries, until the coming of the Portuguese 
in the early sixteenth century, the Western Indian Ocean enjoyed a 
"purely commercial nature" of seafaring, and for this reason, it may 
be argued, there was not much of a military-naval tradition. 4 Only 
a small number of war-like encounters at sea between Muslims and 
non-Muslims are mentioned in the Early Medieval period and few in 
the Middle Medieval Islamic period. However, there is evidence of 
naval warfare on the west and east coasts of India as noted on Indian 
inscriptions of various dynasties, namely the Chalukyas (mid 6th to 
8th c), Rashtrakutas (mid 8th to 10th c), Cholas (9th to 13th c), and 
Kadambas (10th to 13th c). 5 The Indian navy was called upon to assist 
rulers in supressing local rebellions and insurrections (some Muslim) as 
well as for offensive purposes. From my understanding of the sources, 
there seem to have been no naval activities that refer to war with the 
Arabians and Persians. A good example is the Kadambas dynasty, a 
great maritime power that sustained good trade relations with Muslims 
in East Africa. All this suggests that Muslim merchants came to the 
coasts of India on peaceful terms as their primary interest was trade. 



The bahriyya in the east in the early centuries of Islam 

From Muslim sources, it may be discerned that the bahriyya in the 
east was not so structured as it was in the Mediterranean. There was 
no naval policy and strategy dictated by the Caliphate and the naval 
requirements of the Caliphate were not, as in the west, necessitated by 
the defence of Muslim territories against a stubborn enemy, namely 
the Byzantines (8th- 11th c) and the Crusaders (1 1th— 12th c). Hence, 
naval activities in the Mediterranean were a much more complicated 
affair than those of Mesopotamia, the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea and 
West India. As we discussed earlier and as Hourani correctly noted, 
"the Indian Ocean was a sea of peace", 6 while the west was "rigid" 
and dominated by "separation" (Islam against Byzantium and the Cru- 



4 Soucek 1993: 49. 

5 Tripati 2006: 88-90. 

6 Hourani 1963: 61. 
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sader states); the east, however, witnessed "integration" of communities 
in trade' and exchange of ideas and, very often, tolerance of beliefs. 
Admittedly, piracy in the Indian Ocean, as I showed in Chapter 7, was 
endemic, and was a menace from before the pre -Islamic era, continuing 
right up to fairly recent times. 8 

The absence of adequate sea defences in the Early Medieval period 
raises the question of whether the Arab/Arabian conquest of the 
Iranian plateau was conducted solely on land. The available literature 
suggests that the caliphal armies in the east used the sea only occasion- 
ally and those maritime campaigns that did take place seem to have 
been "unofficial expeditions": examples of these are the Muslim raid 
in the middle of the first/ seventh century which took place against the 
coast of Ethiopia; 9 the raid organized by al-Mughlra b. Abi 1-As (ndd) 
to the port of Daybul (in Pakistan), that by Hakam b. Abi 1- As to 
Persis, 10 or the campaign involving a fleet of vessels which are said to 
have left Julfar (north of present-day Ras al Khaimah) to Fars against 
the Sasanians in about 16/637. 11 Most of these were piratical raids, 
engaged in pillaging and looting. 12 

The caliphs, at least until the early decades of the second/eighth 
century, were against attacks by sea. 13 Utba b. Ghazwan (fl. 1st/ 7th c) 
wrote to the caliph Umar b. al-Khattab (13-23/634-644) from Bahrain 
telling him that Ubulla is a strategic place and that it is the harbour 
for Oman, India and China [furdat. . . 'Umdn wa-l-Hind wa-l-STn]. 14 The 
message was clear; Ubulla should be taken and an attack by sea would 
be better than by land. We do not know what, if anything, the response 
to his plea was, but he did set off with ships from Bahrain to occupy 
Ubulla in 14/635-6, where he found resistance from the Persians at 
the eastern bank of the river. 



7 Soucek 1993: 49. 

8 For modern times, see A»ius 2002: 13-19, 21-2, 34-5, 50-1, 58-63, 66, 119; 
idem, 2005a: 9, 15, 59, 200-1. 

9 Further details are provided by Christides 1994: 2-42. 

10 Piacentini 2002: 165. 

11 Al-Tabarl 1965, V (i): 2545-6. 

12 Al-Baladhurl 1866: 431. 

13 References to an early caliphal policy not to use the sea as a strategy for military 
incursions is found in al-Tabari (1965, V I?;: 282-3! but absent in the jutuh (conquests) 
chronicles. 

14 Al-Baladhurl 1991: 337. Al-Tabafl (1965, 1 [iv]: 2016, 2012) described Ubulla as 
the far] ai-llmd — ''(he frontier to India". 
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It was only during the time of the governor of Iraq, al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf 
al-Thaqafi (d. 96/714) and his son-in-law, Muhammad b. al-Qasim 
al-Thaqafl, that we start to see references to an Arabian war fleet col- 
laborating with land forces to capture the port of Daybul. We are told 
that under the Caliphate of Abu JaTar al-Mansur (136-158/754-775), 
the governor, Tasnlm al-Hawwan, used Julfar from which to dispatch 
an expedition to India. Another source reports that an Abbasid fleet 
with 1,000 horsemen and 5,000 infantry anchored at the port of Julfar 
and crushed an oppostion coming from Oman. 15 

There were naval raids (15-17/636-638) launched from Oman 
against Iran and India as far as Tana near present day Mumbai; from 
antiquity, both countries had maritime and commercial links with Meso- 
potamia and the Persian Gulf. In their advance on India in 107/725, 
the Muslims fortified Mahfuza and Mansura, bordering on the Indus, 
from which military and naval raids were sent forth. From Bahrain, 
the Arabians crossed over to Persia and reached Persepolis. Al-Ala b. 
al-Hadraml, then governor of Bahrain, had his ships destroyed and 
made his way to Basra, close to Ubulla in 17/638. 

It should be noted that these operations were executed against the 
wish of the caliph 'Umar b. al-Khattab. He was not in favour of naval 
activities and only once did he allow a raid against Adulis (present 
Eritrea). 16 But what of the Persian fleet? Islamic sources seem to hint 
at a fierce Sasanian resistance against the caliphal army with supplies 
provided by the Persian fleet to its garrison port towns on both littorals 
of the Gulf. 17 The Persians had to protect their sea route and major 
harbours: Rishahr, Lingeh, Suru, Hormuz on the Iranian shore and 
Task with Tiz and Armabil on the Arabian side. But it seems that the 
advance on the enemy by land was much preferred, although it is 
debatable whether we are to believe al-Tabarl's allusion to this being 
"out of fear of the sea". The conquest of Khurasan and Kirman were 
certainly achieved by land. 

If on the other hand there were any organised maritime expeditions 
to support the Islamic invasions by land, hard evidence is lacking. Some 
scraps of information, however, are forthcoming: there is an account 



15 Al-Rawas 2000: 146-7. 

"' Al-Baladhuri 1866: 431-2; al-Tabarl 1965, V (i): 2545-8, 2595. 
17 Al-Baladhuri 1866: 315, 386-8, 391, 432-4; al-Dlnawarl 1912: 140-1; al-Taban 
1965, V (i): 894, 1958, 1960, 2016; see also Piaccntim 2002: 167, 171, fn. 7. 
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of the expeditions of al-Mughira and al-Hadraml against Bahrain, 
of Hakam b. Abi 1-As against Fars and finally the Persian attack in 
Kirman from Hormuz. 18 In all this the most frustrating aspect for 
the historian, and for this study in particular, is that our sources have 
little information, if any, on warships or their formation in sea battle. 
That said, on the subject of river warfare in the third/ninth century, 
al-Tabarl (d. 310/922-3) provides information on the caliphal military- 
naval tactics, the enemy, their movements, transport and ammunition, 
with much detail. 



River warfare: the 2jmj n/irisi/i" 

The Abbasid Caliphate, from the death of the caliph al-Wathiq (227- 
232/842-847), seemed to fall into anarchy. Right from the earliest years 
of its establishment it was politically unstable, the hastily conquered 
provinces proving a source of disunity, while closer to home, a significant 
change occurred with the introduction of thousands of Turkish soldiers, 
brought by the preceding caliph al-Musta'sim (218-227/833-842) from 
Central Asia. 19 Although they had been brought in as royal guards, they 
soon gained power and were the source of much political intrigue and 
even military uprisings which threatened the rule of the caliphs. Al-Durl 
observed that during the nine years from 247 to 256/861 to 870, four 
caliphs succeeded one after another, but all were helpless in the hands 
of the Turkish guards who controlled the court and the capital. 20 

While the central government in Baghdad was suffering a dramatic 
loss of power, the governors of the provinces were busy establishing 
dynasties in Persia, Northern Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt and North 
Africa which posed an implicit threat, and by the time of the assas- 
sination of the caliph al-Mutawakkil (232-247/847-861), civil strife 
and wars were ever increasing. This prolonged internal political and 
economic crisis was further exacerbated by the Zanj (East African) upris- 
ing of 247-269/86 1-882. 21 The Zanj were Blacks from East Africa, 
brought as agricultural slaves to Southern Iraq to revive dead lands in 



18 For bibliographical details, see Piacentini 2002: 166-71. 

19 Al-Durl 1945: 60. 

20 Ibid., 59-73. 

21 Waines 1977: 339-48. 
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the day'as (estate/s) of Basra. 22 The misery and wretchedness of their 
conditions are well documented. 23 

This exploitation of the black slaves led to a social and political 
upheaval that slowly formed the roots of an uprising. The slaves rallied 
after 'All b. Muhammad (d. 270/883), their leader. Successful military 
campaigns against the rich land-owners in different parts of Southeast 
Iraq followed, as one gang after another of probably runaway slaves 
from towns and villages joined the insurgents. 24 Later on, the black 
soldiers of the caliphal armies deserted to the Zanj movement, thus 
supplying them with arms and trained manpower. The Zanj leader and 
his army were finally crushed by the army but the revolt had grave con- 
sequences, for besides showing the weaknesses in a Caliphate that was 
unable for fourteen years to subdue the insurrection, it made worse the 
difficulties for the armies in controlling future separatist movements. 

Al-Tabarl's account, detailing this eventful war between the caliphal 
army and the Zanj is remarkable and unique "for the quality and 
quantity of information", as Popovic remarked. 25 His version of events 
is constructed on reports by witnesses and participators. The naval 
organisation was mostly left in the hands of commanders appointed 
by the caliph, whose task was the construction and equipping of war- 
ships and war canoes, and the hiring of competent personnel and 
intelligence. Procuring raw material for the building of warships was 
an economic strain on the local governors and only by raising taxes 
could they enable the construction and fitting of the war vessels. Nine 
types of war vessels, t')> / <■ lid sumayriyya, 

tayyar, zabzab and zawraq (see Chapter 12), were used during the revolt 
which took place in the Marshes of Southern Iraq. In the ensuing years 
and at the time of the Qarmatian invasion in 293/906, we see similar 
river craft being employed. 



22 Al-IstakhrT 1927: 82; see also al-'Ulabl 1961: 70. 

23 They had to dig away the nitrous surface soil, in order to lay bare the ground 
underneath and at the same time to extract the salt that had accumulated in the upper 
stratum. The agricultural land of Mesopotamia was one of the most important sources 
of revenue for the caliphate, see al-'Ulabl 1961: 69-70; al-Kharbutll 1968: 174. Many 
iqta -holders employed local farmers to work the land. Floods and broken embankments 
had by that time converted much arable land into marshes, see Noldeke 1892: 148; see 
also my article (1983: 3-18), some information of which has been included here. 

24 Noldeke 1892: 154. 

25 Popovic 1976: 83. 
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The alternative route to the Persian Gulf 

The political instability during the Zanj war on the Mesopotamian 
rivers and the Qarmatian threat to tax passing ships in the Northern 
Gulf started to take its toll on the safety of the Persian Gulf 

The Qarmatians (4th-5th/10th-l 1th c) had succeeded in building 
up a vital, economically prosperous and lasting state in Al-Bahrayn. 
They made attempts to reassert their hold over Southern Iraq but the 
Barldls (315-349/927-960) who were distinguished military leaders 
in Basra and Ubulla kept them at bay Meanwhile, Oman, a rival of 
the Qarmatians and trying to escape taxes from them on her ships, 
sought to occupy Basra. The historian and man of letters, al-Sull (d. 
335-6/946), reports this event in 331/942: he recounts that Yusuf b. 
Wajlh, ruler of Oman arrived in Basra-Ubulla with a large fleet fit to 
launch an attack on the Barldls. As they entered Ubulla they were met 
by the Baridis on small warships; they surrounded their fleet throw- 
ing at them "fire bottles" [ndr . . .ju'ilat fi zujaj]- 26 However, when the 
Omanis landed and occupied Ubulla, the Barldls and their supporters 
rowed their ships and blocked the Omani fleet from going upstream 
to Basra, thus making an end to the expedition. 27 After that experience 
the Omanis never came back. But Basra-Ubulla were not left alone. A 
new threat to occupy these twin harbours came from the Hamdanids 
(293-394/905-1004). From Baghdad and the town of Wasit, they 
organised an army against the Barldls; the towns were captured and the 
Barldls fled to the Qarmatians in the Al-Bahrayn region. By 459/1067 
the Qa rma ti an s had lost control of the island of Awal (modern Bahrain) 
after the inhabitants rose against them and their fleet was defeated. The 
Qarmatian reign was finally crushed in Hasa on the Arabian coast by 
the chief of the Banu Murra b. Amir. 



The Island of Qais and the attack on the port of Aden 

With the political and economical upheaval in the Northern Persian 
Gulf in the fifth /eleventh and sixth /twelfth century, many merchants 
and traders had settled in the Island of Qais on the Persian littoral and 



26 Ibn Miskawavli 1332 -1333/1914-1915, II: 46; al-Still 1935: 203, 251, 263. 

27 Al-Mas'udi 1861-1877, VIII: 345. 
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Sohar on the Omani coast. Qais practically controlled the sea traffic 
up and down the Gulf, but for years the ruler's attempts to deflect the 
trade from Fatimid Egypt (297-567/909-1 171) via Aden and re-route 
it through the Persian Gulf had failed. It is reported that the ruler 
of the Island of Qais had terrorized shipowners and merchants into 
not using Sohar by despoiling their property; so he fortified the island 
and fitted it with a fleet {ustul [s.v.]). The fleet ravaged the west coast 
of India but the people of India resisted him with the aid of dugout 
canoes called mash 'iyya (pi mash 'iyyat), each one was capable of carrying 
up to 200 men. 28 The ruler of Qais had 50 of them. Al-Idrlsl (d. c. 
560/1165) adds that these sturdy canoes .iiiulihimal al-san'a) were dug 
out in the Island of Qamar, Southwest India; each one was 60 dhira' 
(88.5 ft/27 m) carrying 150 rowers. 29 If this is so they must have been 
extraordinarily large canoes. 30 

The ruler's threats to undermine the merchants and traders in Qais 
and Sohar proved futile. Many left and chose Aden and Jeddah as 
their new homes. It was, therefore, the Qais ruler's ambition to include 
under his power the port of Aden, the gate to the Red Sea and the 
Mediterranean which he planned to besiege. 

The blockade of Aden was a tragic event for the port town and the 
cause of great disruption of trade links between the Mediterranean and 
the Indian Ocean. This event was witnessed by a shipbuilder-merchant 
Madmun b. Japheth, an Adeni Jew, his first cousin Khalaf b. Isaac, 
and the Muslim historian Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/ 1291). 31 In a letter 
to his business associate in Egypt, Khalaf b. Isaac reports, 

... to explain all this would take too much space, and even if I filled ten 
leaves to describe only a part of what befell us, it would not suffice. 32 

The Qais besiegers arrived at the harbour of Aden with a fleet consist- 
ing of 15 war vessels, namely the burn i Isi rra. slit^ i and dunij. It 
is not clear which ones functioned as warships and/ or transport vessels 



28 Al-Idrlsl 1994, 1: 72. The nomencalture is almost identical to the machwa. a fishing 
and/or cargo craft found on the Northwest Indian coast. But this is not a dugout canoe; 
she is planked-built with a transom stern, see Hornell 1946b: 202-3. Also known in 
Arabic as mashuwwa in the Northern Gulf, which was a lifeboat, an open-ended craft 
(24 x 9 ft/7.3 x 2.7 m), see Agius 2002: 1 16-7. 

29 Al-Idrlsl 1994, I: 72. 

30 Oman: A Seafaring Nation 1979: 108. 

31 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, 1: 124; Goitein 1999, V: 67; see also Margariti (2007: 
76-83) for an examination of this naval blockade. 

:i2 Goitein 1999, V: 67. 



THE SHIP AT SEA! NAVAL INCURSIONS 



253 



(see Chapter 12). The siege, reports Khalaf b. Isaac, lasted two months: 
all the population had fled to the castles on the hills 33 and there were 
no ships to fight the enemy. For two months there was no life in the 
port. Finally, on the horizon there appeared 2 ships which belonged 
to a certain Ramshit, a rich Jewish merchant from Siraf, who came in 
time to rescue the besieged town. The Qais war vessels tried to seize 
Ramshit's ships, but "the wind was good, so that they were dispersed 
on the sea left and right". 34 

What is significant about this blockade is not the surprise attack by 
the enemy, but the absence of ships in the port of Aden during the two 
months of the siege. It is almost certain that the Qais ruler planned 
this siege at a time when the commercial ships and the galleys were 
away from port. But what about the Indian ships which would have put 
into the port of Aden in the month of October? It is safe to assume, 
thanks to his intelligence, that the Qais leader managed to keep the 
Indian ships away from Aden. He obviously had good links with the 
Indian rulers whose interest in shipping their goods via the Persian 
Gulf and the Red Sea cannot be disputed. It is possible, however, that, 
as Margariti argues, the news of the siege might have reached the 
Indian shipowners in time to stay clear of Aden. 35 An unusual event, 
where no ships suffered casualties but damage to the buidings of the 
harbour must have occurred, even though the sources do not make 
any comment on this. 



The galleys in the port of Aden 

Aden continued to play a strategic role during the Ayyubid period 
(569-626/1174-1229); Egypt's decision to secure its port at Aden 
was a wise move. A number of galley -shims [s.v] were sent from the 
Mediterranean to the port of Aden to protect the harbour and town 
against any naval incursions. As it happened, for many years there 
was no war activity in the port or in the region, so the galleys sat idly 
in the harbour until the reign of Sayf al-Islam Tughtakln b. Ayyub 
(577-593/1181-1197). He was advised that they could serve a better 



:ii Ibid. 
M Ibid., 68. 

35 Margariti 2007: 79-80. 
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purpose rather than "rotting in the sun" [. . . taqra'uhd l-shumus] . 36 He was 
told, therefore, to employ them usefully, safeguarding cargo shipping 
at sea. 37 Hence, Tughtakln dispatched the shims to India with instruc- 
tions to search for strategic places to protect their ships. A galley tax 
(known as 'ashur al-shawam) was introduced, which merchants paid for 
this service. 38 But how far away did this protection reach? Was it to 
include Muslim and non-Muslim ships? And for how long did it last? 
Difficult questions to answer, but we do know from the Genizah letters 
that shipowners provided their own protection and covered the costs 
by charging extra for the cargo they carried, a service which was not 
dissimilar to the Aden maritime protection. 39 

Accounts of a traveller on Indian war vessels 

The Mamluks (648-922/1250-1517), who succeeded the Ayyubids, 
continued to guard the Red Sea corridor and protect its long distance 
trade as the thirteenth-century Quseir paper fragments and coins 
testify. 40 Muslim sources also inform us that the towns of Qalhat and 
Hormuz prospered under the Hormuz princes in the eighth/fourteenth 
and ninth/fifteenth centuries. Numerous fortresses to protect the har- 
bours are mentioned on the islands of the Persian Gulf, 41 out of fear 
of possible raids from the west coast of India. Our Arabic sources 
are not particularly specific about this; we know from Ibn Battuta 
(d. 770/1358-9 or 779/1377) that some naval raids on the Indian coast 
took place as a result of rivalries between Indian sultans but there is 
no mention of any involvement ouside their territories. However, Ibn 
Battuta's mention of types of Indian war vessels in the region does 
offer some interesting snippets of information. 

We are told that Ibn Battuta was in Honavar in 743/1342 visiting 
Sultan Jamal al-Dln, during which time the sultan was engaged in an 
expedition to conquer Goa. Ibn Battuta, for reasons we do not know, 
accompanied the sultan on this expedition. Fifty-two vessels were fitted. 



36 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 142; see also Smith 1995: 134. 

37 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 142. 

38 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 141-2; see also information on the galley tax in 
Smith 1995: 132-3 and 136-7; also Margariti 2007: 138. 

Margariti 2007: 137. 

40 Guo 2004; Regourd 2004. 

41 Al-Samarqandl 1949, II: 695; see also Piacentini 2000: 178. 
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When they advanced to attack, the inhabitants threw stones, forcing the 
passengers and fighters to jump into the water, "shields and swords in 
hand". Ibn Battuta also jumped in the sea while the sultan took refuge 
in an armed 'ukayri [s.v], a sixty-oared vessel with a roof to protect the 
rowers. 42 Together with these war vessels, there were transport ahawras 
[s.v] for horses equipped with oars and sails, a type associated with Sind 
(Northwest). 43 Ibn Battuta also narrates seeing on the Malabar coast in 
7 15/13 J i( i i '/s [s.v] , which were under the 

protection of the sultan of Ceylon (modern Sri Lanka). The sultan, we 
are told, was a powerful tyrant and owned pirate ships. 44 

Ibn Battuta's report on Indian war vessels is anecdotal, and while 
of interest to the maritime historian, it does not add much to the his- 
tory of naval activity in the region. Apart from a few types that look 
genuinely Indian, I question the nomenclature he uses for one or two 
Indian vessels which are obviously Mediterranean (see Chapter 12). 

Early encounters of the Portuguese with the coastal people 

On the arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean in the early 
years of the sixteenth century, they found little resistance from the coast 
dwellers; one Muslim harbour town fell after the other. The situation 
in the Red Sea was different; they encountered difficulties due to the 
presence of Mamluk, and later, Ottoman, fleets. 45 

Naval incursions recorded between the Mamluk-Ottoman fleet and 
the Portuguese are few and of little impact compared to the encounter 
between the Christian and the Ottoman forces in 1571 at the Bay of 
Lepanto in the Mediterranean: 30,000 men lost their lives. It was a 
victory for Christendom, the memory of which lasted for many years. 
What we have in the Indian Ocean is a different story. From the outset, 
the Portuguese presence in 1498, near the East African coast, posed 
a threat to the Mamluk and Venetian trade in the Red Sea and the 
Indian Ocean. They entered the Indian Ocean with caravels and car- 
racks and within a few years had laid siege to the area, setting fire to 
towns and vessels in harbours up and down the coasts of East Africa, 



42 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 59, 107. 

43 Ibid., Ill: 109-10. 

44 Ibid., IV: 166-7. 

45 See Aubin 1953: 77-138; idem, 1973: 77-179; see also Agius 1999: 176-7. 
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the Persian Gulf and the West Indian coast; they spared no man if 
they encountered resistance. Their ships, equipped with fire power, 
carried cannons with a great range which made them far superior to 
their opponents, but the Mamluk-Ottoman fleet was able, on one or 
two occasions, to withstand these Portuguese cannon. 

Unlike the Portuguese sources which give detailed accounts of 
their conquests and occupations, Islamic sources such as the HadramI 
chronicles on Portuguese activities (904-984/1498-1577) are lacking 
in content: many phases and aspects of the political and economic 
changes in the region remain patchy and often obscure. 46 On the other 
hand, the information they hold on types of Muslim and Portuguese 
(or Frankish) war vessels is helpful and their data is useful if added to 
other sources that provide this sort of information. Some of the war- 
ships mentioned are: barsha "galliot", ghalyun "galleon", ghurdb, qilyata, 
both "galleys", and tarrada "an open skill'" 1 ' (see Chapter 12). 

After the conquest of the Byzantine capital of Constantinople in 1453 
and their mastery of the East Mediterranean, the Ottoman Turks' naval 
ambition had been to gain control of the whole of the Mediterranean 
and the Red Sea. What attracted the Portuguese in the east was chiefly 
economic gain, as it had been in their discovery and exploration of 
America, but their intention to convert the Muslim population should 
not be downplayed; religious zeal was just as alive there as it was across 
the Atlantic. The fiery preaching of the Jesuit father, Francis Xavier 
(d. 1552), had succeeded in converting thousands of Hindus, some 
on the western coast but many on the eastern coast of India. He was 
unsuccessful with converting Muslims, however, something which is also 
true of other Christian missionaries before and after him. 

Fear of the Portuguese occupying the Red Sea corridor accelerated 
the Mamluk-Ottoman advance to protect the Red Sea. By the early 
sixteenth century, the Portuguese ships had already captured several 
Indian Ocean ports, whether by force or treaty. They attacked the har- 
bour towns, leaving death and destruction in their wake: for example, 
in 1508, at Qalhat, a thriving port, De Albuquerque (d. 1515) destroyed 
all the vessels there, and when he reached Hormuz he sank many ships, 
taking and burning others. 48 Devastated by plunder and slaughter, the 



46 Serjeant 1974: 1. 

47 Ibid., 44, 51, 57, 61-2, 66-7, 105, 111, 114, 119, 134, 178-9, 181. 

48 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 69, 101. 
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towns were crippled, for the Portuguese aim was to destroy the Muslim 
monopoly of the spice trade which came from the Far East into the 
Western Indian Ocean. 

Several Mamluk merchants complained about the capture of their 
cargo ships; 49 meanwhile, the Mamluk alliance with the Gujaratis to 
counter the Portuguese threat in 1504 was of no use. Wherever the 
Portuguese settled they built fortresses and towers of which maps were 
produced with details such as the position of houses and even palm- 
frond barasti huts (illustrations 68 & 69). Their policy was to build sev- 
eral fortresses in key locations in order to monitor the Indian Ocean 
shipping and prevent their access to the Red Sea. 



A surprise attack on the Portuguese 

At the time of the Portuguese arrival, Jeddah and Aden, the two chief 
ports of the Red Sea, were subject to the Mamluk Sultan of Egypt, 
Al-Ashraf Qansawh al-Ghawri (906-922/1501-1517). Under his com- 
mand a fleet of 12 ships were built at Suez in 1507. It was a joint effort 
by the Venetians and the Ottomans. The Venetians were concerned 
at what the Portuguese might have succeeded in achieving had they 
mastered the Red Sea; they therefore provided the Mamluks with 
carpenters to build the ships while the Ottomans supplied them with 
timber and copper. 50 Moreover, the Venetians also gave arms and men 
and al-Ghawri brought North African (Maghribl) navigators to man 
the galleys, as he knew that they could outperform the Mamluks. With 
this new collaboration the fleet crossed the ocean to Diu in 912/1507 
under the command of the Mamluk Husayn al-Kurdl and the Ottoman 
Salman Ra'is. With the help of local ships supplied by Malik Ayaz, 
they launched a successful surprise attack on the Portuguese at Chaul 
in 1508. News reached Cairo of this Muslim victory and Ibn Iyas (d. c. 
930/1524) reports that there were great celebrations which lasted three 
days. 51 Muslim morale was high but not for long: a counter-attack by 
Almeida, whose son was killed by the Muslim contingent, defeated the 
Mamluks off the port of Diu, on the northwest coast of India. 



49 Brummet 1994: 112. 

50 Ibid, 114-5. 

51 Ibn Iyas 1982, IV: 142. 
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Illustrations 68 & 69 Sixteenth-century Portuguese maps of forts at Kalba 
(left) and Khor Fakkan (right) (after Bocarro 1992, I: figs X and XI) 



De Albuquerque's failure to capture Aden 

It was now impossible for the Mamluks to guarantee the security of 
Muslim maritime trade in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. Noth- 
ing could stop the Portuguese, nor did the Indian threat not to col- 
laborate with them alter their policy. Their hold on the West Indian 
coast and the Persian Gulf looked secure and the trade safely routed 
via the Cape of Good Hope. Commercially, if not strategically, they 
would have wanted to control the Red Sea corridor but their advance 
was a failure. When Ludovico di Varthema, visited Jeddah in 1503, 
he reported having seen about 100 ships in the port. 52 The city at the 
time was not properly fortified, but being aware of this weakness, in 
1508 the Sultan Qansawh al-Ghawri wisely fortified both Jeddah, and 
Suakin further north on the African littoral, against any possible Por- 
tuguese attack. Aden, on the other hand, was better situated, being at 
the foot of a very lofty mountain range with castles and towers, well 
fortified and with high walls. It was also clear that it posed a serious 
commercial threat to the Portuguese. 

Consequently, Alfonso de Albuquerque laid siege to Aden in 1513 
but despite repeated attempts, he failed to capture it (illustrations 70 
& 71). Efforts to intercept large ships from India and East Africa were 
evident in his concerted naval strategy to burn and destroy cargo ships 
in the harbour. 53 Further action was intended to shatter the Muslim 
monopoly and stop merchandise proceeding through the Persian Gulf, 
Iraq, Syria and the Mediterranean. 



Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 52. 
Commentaries 1875-1884, IV: 185. 
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Illustrations 70 & 71 A portrait of Alfonso de Albuquerque (d. 1515) and 
a view of Aden harbour as it appeared to Caspar Correia (fl. 16th c) in his 
Lendas da India after Commentaries of the Great Alfonso Dalboquerque, I: facing tide 
page &IV: 16-17) 



Intelligence reached the Portuguese in 1514 that the Mamluks were 
preparing a second fleet at Suez. In fact the Mamluks and Ottomans 
were jointly building a huge fleet of galleys with 2,000 Ottoman armed 
men. Their plan was to sail for India in 1515 under the command of 
Captain Salman but they never made it to India. Instead they concen- 
trated their efforts on the Red Sea; their fleet managed to prevent the 
Portuguese from occupying Jeddah in April 15 17. 54 An attempt by the 
Portuguese to attack Shihr on the Southern Arabian coast in 1528 failed 
too: a fleet of 20 ships under the command of Antonio de Miranda de 
Azevedo left Goa for Socotra and a number of them were to besiege 
the port of Shihr 55 but nothing came of this plan. On a second attempt 
in the same year, the Portuguese entered the harbour of Shihr with 
fourteen ghurabs [s.v.] and two galliots but abandoned the idea of land- 
ing there and reached some agreement with the sultan. 56 No further 
attempt by the Portuguese was made after that to take the port. 

The Portuguese defeat at Jeddah and the subsequent loss of Aden 
was the end of them in both the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea. Aden 
was the gate to the Red Sea and it kept the Portuguese in check, thus 



54 Ibn Iyas 1982. TV: 362-5, 446-7; V: 85, 172. 

55 De Barros 1973, IV i. 10; see also Serjeant 1974: 54. 

56 Serjeant 1974: 65-6. 
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allowing South Asian shipping, laden with spices from Aceh, to reach 
Jeddah safely. While the Portuguese in the early sixteenth century real- 
ized that they had to abandon the Red Sea passage, they held control of 
the Persian Gulf trade but it was not until after 1515 that they secured 
a permanent position at Hormuz. Several encounters between the 
Ottomans and the Portuguese took place over the control of Muscat. 
The Ottoman fleet twice took Muscat but were driven away by the 
Portuguese in 1554 (illustration 72). In subsequent years the Portuguese 
strengthened their foothold in Muscat by the building of forts at Jalali 
in 1587 and Mirani in 1588. Other forts were erected throughout the 
coastline of the Arabian/Persian Gulf and, in general, the Western 
Indian Ocean, many of which are visible to this very day. 



Final thoughts 

From what has been said earlier, the evidence seems clear that until the 
early sixteenth century, the harbours and communities of the Indian 
Ocean had for centuries enjoyed a relatively much more peaceful com- 
mercial co-existence than those in the Mediterranean. In the Early 
and Middle Medieval period, the Mediterranean was the scene of 
Arab-Byzantine and later Arab-Crusade military-naval incursions with 
serious repercussions on trade. Further encounters of war continued 
between the Christian West and Mamluk Egypt and Syria (13th- 14th c) 
followed by the escalation of periodic naval battles and piratical raids 
between the Christians and the Ottomans (16th- 18th c). 

From the Fatimid to the Mamluk period, the Red Sea was a major 
artery of commerce linking the Mediterranean with Arabia, East Africa, 
India, and the East Indies. The Franks, in 1116, established full control 
of Ayla, the head of the Gulf of Aqaba and seized the Isle de Graye, 
Jazirat Firawn, with the aim of controlling the road used by merchants 
and pilgrims that went from Fustat through Sinai to the Hijaz. It is 
reported that in 1 182, Frankish ships sailed as far as Aidhab, sacked the 
harbour, destroyed 16 Muslim cargo ships and then proceeded to the 
Arabian littoral. The Red Sea sustained no naval forces and panic struck 
among the Muslims in Egypt and Syria as they feared further attacks 
on major harbours in the Red Sea and the holy cities of Mecca and 
Medina. In 1 183 Salah al-Dln's brother Adil had a number of warships 
transported overland from Egypt which proved to be a saviour for the 
Muslims. The Franks were defeated after a pursuit of five days, and 
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Illustration 72 Fernando clc Menezes' fleet attacks the Ottoman galleys at 
Muscat in 1554 (after Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: pi. 87, from Anonimo, 
Livro de Lizuark de Abreu c. 1564) 

thereafter Christians had no access to the Red Sea. 57 Commercial ties 
between Egypt and India strenghtened the port of Aidhab, and later, 
Quseir; thus, Muslim shipping flourished in the Red Sea as merchants, 
traders and sea captains from the Persian Gulf sought Aden, and the 
ports of East Africa and West India as their home (see Chapter 3). 

The few naval encounters in the Western Indian Ocean, mentioned 
above, did not disturb the long distance trade. The Ming diplomatic 
expeditions under the Muslim Zheng He or Cheng Ho (d. 1433 or 1435) 
were extraordinarily peaceful in spite of the hundreds of armed men 
on board the junks, a naval force that had not been witnessed before 



Other details see Facey 2005: 87-98. 
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by the coastal communities of the Western Indian Ocean. None of 
these events were able to disturb the Muslims and Indians as much 
as the appearance of the Portuguese threat at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century. 

What do these incidents tell us about the Muslim naval presence at 
the time of the Portuguese attacks? Fuess argued that in the Mediter- 
ranean there was no regular Mamluk fleet and that warships were 
built according to need; consider the events of 1507 and 1514 in the 
Red Sea, discussed above. Years passed with no use for this Mamluk 
fleet and they were left to rot in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. :>!i 
As the Portuguese encounters became intense, the Ottomans, the new 
lords, in order to protect the Red Sea ports and Yemen, began to apply 
similar naval tactics to those they used in the Mediterranean, but their 
Portuguese enemy was more experienced and better equipped with 
ammunition. That said, most of the Mediterranean operations were 
carried out over shorter distances and involved sailing in less difficult 
conditions than the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean; in both cases, 
to use Fuess's words, they were "built on an ad hoc basis for specific 
expeditions". 59 



Fuess 2001: 60. 
Ibid. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
GENERAL BOAT AND SHIP-TERMS 



I 'hey sped on a bark well-balanced fleet as the wind, 
that bore them swiftly into the ocean's trough. 1 

AJ-Muayyab b. 'Alas (ndd) 

References to various types of craft are many in the primary Arabic 
sources. In this chapter and the following Chapters, 10, 11 and 12, 
my attention is on the nomenclature of the different types of Classical 
and Medieval Islamic vessels. I shall discuss these types and make an 
attempt to look at their function in the context of the given data and 
their etymology. This attempt at discussion is by no means exhaustive; 
my intention is merely to sample some of the medieval Islamic vessels 
in order to understand their role in the wider picture of the Western 
Indian Ocean, and will, therefore, include some craft of Mediterra- 
nean provenance, to be discussed in the context of the environment 
and the period. 

On the subject of medieval Muslim ships, Arabic literary sources 
provide richer information on types of war vessels than any other craft, 
which can be misleading. I am aware that classifying ships and boats 
into types is not an ideal model; such an exercise can lead to misin- 
terpretation. Nevertheless, an attempt is made here to divide medieval 
craft into types according to their function. 

For the ship typologist, the maritime historian and the linguist, it 
will forever remain a mystery why some ships carry the nomenclature 
they were given, whereas the reasons behind other names may be 
conjectured through the root-verb or the morphological structure of 
the term concerned; such conjecture can lead us to understand the 
function represented. The discrepancies are many, whether they are 
to do with name, coinage, function or size, but in the end, albeit with 



1 Wa-'alat bi/iiit i hiidlnmah i •> Kit , i translation taken from 

Jones 1996, II: 125. 
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some difficulty, it is possible from the patchy infomation in the written 
texts and the sporadic iconographic evidence, to form a picture of the 
intended classical and medieval boat or ship. 

The varied Islamic boat and ship-terms are the product of a highly 
developed society Boats and ships may have carried the same nomen- 
clature over the centuries but their function varied and what was true of 
one period could have been different in another. Our Islamic sources, like 
modern times, sometimes do not speak of specific types but use generic 
terms; some types, however, could have a dual function. To establish a 
method by which to classify Classic ships of Islam in the Western Indian 
Ocean under certain categories was difficult, and at times the lack of 
data in general made it almost impossible. In this chapter I shall focus 
on the application of generic boat and ship-terms. 

General nomenclature 

I shall first consider four terms: qishr, 'Ud, lawh and khashab, semantically 
related to a piece of "wood". Qishr or qashr (pi qushur) is said to be a 
"shell, hull or husk" 2 and, therefore, anything that floats on water or 
sea. Of all the medieval lexicographers, only Ibn Slda (d. 458/1066) 
defines this word as a ship; he adds a qishr "scrapes off the water as 
though it shaves it off" [. . . tasfinu l-ma' ka-annahd taqshiruhu]. 3 The word 
'ud (pi 'idari) literally means "a piece of wood of any tree" 4 which, by 
extension, came to mean a water or sea craft; thus Ibn Khaldun (d. 
808/1406-7) uses this term to refer generally to a ship, 5 though no 
Classical Arabic lexicon would list it as a boat or ship-term. As for 
lawh, it means "any broad or wide, and thin. . .plank"; its plural, alwah 
is normally used for a boat or ship. For example, its collective usage in 
the Qu r an applies to Noah's Ark: 

But We bore him on an (Ark) made of broad planks caulked with palm- 
fibre 

\wa-hamalnahu 'aid dhaii alwahin wa-dusurin] . 6 



2 Al-Zabldl 1974, XIII: 415; see also Wehr 1966: 764; Lane 1984, II: 2525. 

3 Ibn Slda 1893-1903, X: 23. 

4 Lane 1984, II: 2190. 

5 Ibn Khaldun nd.: 225. 

6 Surat al-Qamar (The Moon) LIV: 13, for the translation see Ali 1946, II: 1456. 
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s the best example of the use of alwah is found in Ibn Jubayr's 
(d. 614/1217) Rihla (The Travel): he recounts that during the hajj (pil- 
grimage season) the shipowners of Aidhab cram their ferry-boats with 
pilgrims like a chicken coop. He continues saying that these shipowners 
were indifferent and insensitive to people's safety; all that mattered was 
that they made money from the pilgrims. To this purpose he quotes a 
saying by the people of Aidhab: 

Ours to produce the ships [alwah]; the pilgrims' to protect their lives 
[arwah] . 

| filnriiil hil-alwah wa-'ala l-hujjaj Inl-aia tlh\. 

The rhyming of alwah "ships" with arwah "lives" (lit. souls) is very effec- 
tive and the message is clear. Both terms are actively used by Southern 
Arabians: in an inscription I found on the stern of an old sanbuq [s.v] 
in Sadh (South Oman) it read as follows: 

O You who preserve life sailing) on a ship/ O You who rescue ships from 
the depths of the sea/ Save and guard mr \aithi () Ylluh, provider 
and saviour! 

| yd hdji^ td-ancdh Ji l-tdicdh/ yd liumqj/T l-akcah Ji litjaj al-halir/ laha[[a:_ land 
hddhd l-sanhuq/ yd , [Idlli, yd mz-jjq. yd Allah yd hqfiz]} 

It is an invocatory prayer that Allah may protect the "planks" {alwah), i.e. 
the ship, and the "lives" arwah of the fishermen from peril and destruc- 
tion and to provide them with a good catch; two terms that for centuries 
the coastal communities retained in their maritime repertoire. 

Khashab (pi khashabat or akhshab) is "a piece of wood, plank, board 
etc."; 9 like the last two terms discussed above, it is not found in classical 
and medieval dictionaries, 10 yet its usage, according to Ibn Majid (d. 
after 906/1500), was prevalent on the Tihama coast. 11 Other sources 
indicate that the term was applied to both a cargo ship and a fighting 
vessel (10th/ 16th c). 12 In modern times khashaba is used by Southern 
Arabian fishermen to refer to any large ship that sailed to India, the 



7 Ibn Jubavr nd.: 65: idem 1952: 65. 

8 See Agius 2002: 31, 35. 

9 Lane 1984, I: 741. 

111 Mention of it comes in a nineteenth century bilingual bullish- Arabic lexicon 
compiled by Badger (1889: 960) as a collective term. 

11 Tibbetts 1981: 110-11, 251. 

12 Ibn al-Dayba' 1983: 263; see Serjeant 1974: 48, 51, 74. 
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Red Sea and East Africa or a trading vessel laden with frankincense 
and myrrh. 13 

The khaytiyya and mismariyya 

The meaning of these two collective terms is self-explanatory. 14 Khaytiyya 
(pi khayati or khaytiyydt) implies something which is made of "thread, 
cord, fibre (khayt)" , 15 hence a " sewn -planked ship". For example, the 
sewn Red Sea jalba was called khaytiyya by al-Nuwayrl (fl. 8th/ 14th c). 
The boat which al-Tanukhl (d. 384/994-5) boarded on a journey to 
Ubulla was a sewn cargo boat. We do not know what type the craft 
was but obviously khaytiyya was a commonly known term whether it 
was of generic or specific use. He narrates: 

... I prepared my luggage to go to Ubulla by night. I kept on looking for 
a sailor but could not find one. At the end, I came across one who was 
sailing on a light khaytiyya which was not car»ocd and asked him if he 
could take me. So he did at some reasonable fare. . . . 

[. . . wa-(i)sta'dadtu 'aid l-safar masaan ila l-Ubulla fa-ma ziltu atlub mallahan fa- 
l(ini ajid da anna ra arln madd/ian mn/lirjin Jf kharUrra k/ia/f/a /an^/ia /a-.\a alln/ni 
an rahnndam fa-sahhala alayya l-ujra. . .]. 16 

From the context it is clear that al-Tanukhl was talking about a river or 
coastal boat. Larger sewn craft, reports the geographer al-Ya'qubl (d. 
277/891-2), were built in Ubulla and could sail as far as China. 17 The 
planks of these ships were threaded with the coir made from coconut 
husks called ifinbar u/anbar or t/imbar or kunbdr), hence a sewn boat on 
the Nile as reported in the Genizah letters, 18 and until very recently it 
was known among the coastal people of Dhofar as a kambari. 

Conversely, the word mismariyya (pi mismariyyat) means something con- 
structed by the use of "nails" (s mismar, pi masamir), 19 and, therefore, "a 
nail -planked ship". Works of literature are not usually our best sources 



13 Al-QutamT 1964: 99, 105, 118; Agius 2002: 35-6. 

14 See for example al-Ya'qubl 1892: 390; al-Muqaddasi 1906: 32 and Qutb al-Dln 
al-Makkl in Kindermann 1934: 100. 

15 Wehr 1966: 267. 

16 Al-Tanukhl 1375/1955, II: 338. 

17 Al-Ya'qubl 1892: 390. 

18 TS 12.556; TS 13,J17,fol. 7; TS 13J19, fol. 29; BL Or 5563 C, fol. 19;ULCOr 
1080J170. 

19 Wehr 1966: 429. 
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on maritime matters, but the bellettrist al-Jahiz (d. 255/ 868-9) claims 
that the Umayyad governor of Iraq al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf (d. 95/714), had 
ships built with nailed planks. 20 This is one of the earliest references to 
nailed planks in Arabic sources; the Umayyads, whose caliphal admin- 
istration was in Damascus (41-132/661-750), would have employed 
Greeks and Syrians familiar with nail-planking. In the Indian Ocean, 
on the other hand, the general practice seems to have been for many 
centuries to sew planks with cord. 

Mismdriyyas were generically known as "cargo and/or transport 
ships". 21 The Hadraml chronicles list them as such: 22 it is recorded 
that the Portuguese arrived in Shihr in 938/1531-2 with mismdriyyas 
(transport or cargo vessels) and galliots (small war galleys). Their inten- 
tion was to sieze the vessels anchored in the harbour but after some 
resistance, the local ruler agreed to a settlement, thus avoiding further 
casualties. 23 The point here is that the Portuguese entered the harbour 
with mismdryyas which they had seized from the Ottomans and which 
the ruler of Shihr thought he would recapture. Another mention in 
the same documents is that the Ottomans in 976/1568-9 arrived in 
Jeddah with an army of 3,000 men and with a fleet consisting of 17 
ships, three of which were mismdriyyas (cargo vessels). 24 



Classical ship-terms 

The most common classical and general ship-terms that occur in the 
Arabic sources are safina. (/drib and markab. 



The safina 

The frequent occurrence of the ship-term safina (pi sufun, sqfa'in, sajin) 25 
in pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry suggests that it has long been 
known among the Arabians, particularly in Mesopotamia, as the verses 
from the diwdns (collected poems) of Amr b. Kulthum (d. c. 600 CE) 



20 Al-Jahiz 1938-1945, I: 82-3. 

21 Tibbetts 1981: 138; sec also Serjeant 1974: 64, 174. 

22 Serjeant 1974: 64. 
2:i Ibid., 174. 

24 Kindermann 1934: 100. 

25 Of the plural variables, sqfa'in is the least commonly used, see Lane 1984, I: 
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and Maymun b. Qays al-A'sha (d. after 625 CE) show. Their allusion 
to the she-camel as "the ship of the desert" {safinat al-barr) is a well- 
known metaphor in world literature; the slow movement of the animal 
on the sand compared with the ship sailing on the waves is a simple 
but vivid picture. 

In addition to the early poetry safina appears in the Qur'an three 
times: in Surat al-Kahf (The Cave) twice 26 and Surat al-'Ankabut (The 
Spider) once, 27 the latter alluding to Noah's Ark. The tale of Noah 
and the Ark represents an important event in the three monotheistic 
religions: the safina becomes the archetype of all ships that reach their 
destination safely and only in the Quranic context, because God 
is beneficient. 215 The symbolism of the ship is likened to man who 
struggles with the vagaries of life and Noah's Ark shows that destiny 
lies in God's divine will. 

A safina is generally known as a large ocean-going ship operated by 
sail. 29 The word is compounded to explain different functions: safina 
bahriyya "deep-sea vessel", 30 safina harbiyya "warship", 31 and safina safariyya 
"cargo vessel". 32 

Historically, this ship-term is known to be an old Semitic form, its 
common root being I s.f(p).n.l "to cover in". The Arabic safina probably 
originates from Biblical Hebrew sftnah, 33 or, as Fraenkel first identified it, 
from Aramaic, 34 s'fina' and s'Jinta'. 35 Further research has shown that the 
Semitic term goes back to as far as Late Babylonian fdphan (saw-fan) 36 
and can ultimately be traced back to Akhadian, sapin(a)tu. 37 



26 Surat al-Kahf XVIII: 71, 79. 

27 Stirat al-'Ankabut XXIX: 15. 

28 See Montgomery's (1997: 199) discussion on this subject. 

29 Al-Minhajl 1374/1955. I: 96; see also al-Asyutl 1996, I: 79. 

30 Al-Tabari 1965, XII (iii): 1582. 
:il Al-Istakhrl 1870: 71. 

:i2 Al-Idrlsl 1866: 181, 193. 

33 Patai 1998: 41. 

34 Fraenkel 1962: 216; sec alsojeffery 1938: 171-2. 

35 Patai 1998: 41. 

36 Strong 1982: 83-4. 

37 Agius 1984: 118, 147. 
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The universal qarib and markab 



The qarib 

Qarib (pi qawarib), a common term with a very wide usage, is still present 
in today's maritime repertoire, perhaps more applicable to the Mediter- 
ranean than the Western Indian Ocean context. 38 In the first/ seventh 
century, the qarib?, were known to be typical cargo ships that plied in 
the waters from the Maghrib to al-Andalus and between Seville and 
Alexandria as mentioned in the Genizah letters. 39 

Well documented in medieval times, her usage was noted as a 
transport vessel for soldiers and pilgrims and as a cargo boat carrying 
cereals, food and water. 40 During Ibn Tulun's time (254-270/868-884) 
the qarib? were called "service boats" {qawarib al-khidma) because of a 
number of functions they performed, namely cargoing commodities 
bul also transporting soldiers and equipment. 41 The qarib was the ship's 
boat, used by seamen to help them carry out their duties off shore, to 
load cargo, or as the emergency boat in time of danger. 42 In addition, 
the qarib was used as a fishing and pearling boat; 43 in the pearl season 
(April and May), Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) recalls 
seeing numerous qarib? between Siraf and Bahrain. 44 There must have 
been different types but, for Ibn Battuta, they were all lumped together 
as qarib? "small boats". The locals probably had different names for 
each type but Ibn Battuta used the general nomenclature as known 
to him in the Mediterranean. He also mentions that qarib? functioned 
as pontoons in Tustar, Southern Iran, comparing them with others in 
Baghdad and Hilla. 45 Using boats as a bridge is a common practice 
around the world. 



38 Al-RamhurmuzT 1883-1886: 12, 167-8, 175; al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32; see De 
Goeje 1879: 231. 

39 Goitein 1999, I: 21, 42, 211-3, 305-6. 

40 Al-Nuwayn 1-IskandaranI, KLI (No 738) Ms 2335, ff 260r, 262r and 262v; Ibn 
Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, II: 176-8; Ibn Bassam 1967: 186; see also Picard 
1997: 253, 293, 314, 371. 

41 Oman 1978: 783. 

42 Ibn Slda on the authority of Khalll b. Ahmad, 1898-1903, X: 26; al-Minhajl 
1374/1955, I: 94-5; Ibn P.aUula 1958 2000. II: 374; idem, 1968. II: 18; al-Zabidl 
1968, IV: 18; al-Jawharl 1984, I: 1999; Lane 1984, II: 2508; al-Makhzuml 1986: 20, 
25; but see also Hourani 1963: 99; al-Nuklmvll 1971: 22: Goitein 1999, I: 306. 

43 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, II: 408; idem, 1968, II: 244-5. 

44 Ibid., 1958-2000, II: 410; 1968, II: 245-6. 

45 Ibid., 1958-2000, II: 284; 1968, II: 24. 
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As to the origin of the name qarib, there is every indication that it 
is Arabic: consider, its tri-consonantal root /q.r.b/, its root-verb "to 
come near", the substantive usage qirdb "container" and qarib is said 
to mean "seeking to attain [or journeying to] water". 46 Historically, 
the Andalusi Arabic use of qarib or qarab* 1 which pre-dates the Span- 
ish and Portuguese caraba and caravo (13th c), 4i! may be traced back to 
Byzantine Greek, Kapafkx; (karabos) "a light ship". 49 One final observa- 
tion: it is possible that the Byzantines, through the eastern commercial 
finks with Mesopotamia, borrowed their nomenclature from an earlier 
Semitic source. 



The markab 

One of the most common generic ship-terms in the Classical and Medi- 
eval period is the markab p] iiuimldb) which is said to be an ocean-going 
vessel propelled by both sail and oar and comes in different sizes. In the 
narratives of Captain Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009), it crops up 
in almost every tale, where it is clearly used as a generic term. 50 

It has its roots in the verb rakiba, "to mount, ride" and by extension 
"to embark on the ship; go on board the ship". 51 A long-established word 
in the Semitic tongues, markab can be traced to an Ugaritic-Canaanite 
origin, niarkabtu:' 2 Apart from the classical meaning of a vessel, ship 
or boat, it is also understood to mean "any kind of vehicle borne by a 
camel or other beast". 53 It needs to be said that markab, is grammatically 
marked masculine but sometimes used as feminine, 54 subconsciously 
treating the word as safina, a feminine noun. 



46 Lane 1984, II: 2508. 

47 Corriente 1989: 211; idem, 1991: 140. It is one of the six seacraft mentioned 
bv al-jazln, see A. Ferreras Sam In / II \1 uqud de Abul- 
Hasan al-Jazirl in. 585/1 1891", PhD Thesis (Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 
1991), p. 289, fol. 53v. 

48 It became established in the Romance languages (Fraenkel 1962: 218) medieval 
Latin camtms, and through the Levantine trade reached Egypt, Syria (Antoniadis-Bibicou 
1966: 166) and Mesopotamia; see Kindermann 1934: 76; Pellegrini 1978, II: 817-8. 

49 Liddell & Scott 1953: 877. 

50 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 8-12, 12-20, 25, 28, 33. 71, 103, 165-8, 177. 

51 Lane 1984, I: 1142. 

52 Von Soden 1958-1981, II: 612. 

53 Il)n Manzur nd., Ill: 1714: al-Zabidi 1966, II: 524. 

54 See for example, Alf layla wa-layla nd., I: 65; al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 177. 
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The plural, mardkib, is often compounded: mtinlkib timmdliyydt for 
Mesopotamian river vessels (5th/ 1 1th c), 55 mardkib bahriyya (or safariyya or 
musdfira) "ocean-going vessels", mardkib luimmdlu "cargo ships", 56 mardkib 
harbiyya (or ghazwdniyya) "warships", 57 mardkib muqdtila "fighting ships", 5 " 
mardkib mu'tadda "equipment ships", 59 mardkib al-tujjdr "merchant ships". 
Two compound terms mentioned above, 'ammdla (< CA 'amil "to do 
service") and hammdla (< CA hamal "to carry") are independent names 
for transport and cargo vessels. 60 Therefore, markab was an all-purpose 
ship: authors would attribute words to the noun markab to describe 
whether the ship was a "light ship" markab khafif, "cargo vessel" markab 
shahin, "laden ship", markab thaqil or markab wazin. 61 



General nomenclature for war vessels 

The commonest generic term for fleet is ustul (pi asdtil, cf. Gr. axoXoq), 
sometimes ufruta (< (?) It flotta) 62 though also known as an individual 
warship. 63 In almost all accounts (history, geography and travel) of 
the early centuries of Islam, sqfina and qdrib appear to be the most 
common term in Mediterranean Byzantine -Islamic warfare. 64 There 
is evidence to suggest that the early Arab qdrib-type was modelled 
after the Byzantine war vessel. Markab in the context of naval warfare 
was applied in a compound term to describe enemy ships as mardkib 
shalandi (ships of the galley type), 65 and mardkib al-Rum (war vessels of 
the Byzantines). 66 Other general terms were harbi (pi harbiyydt), ndshi 
(pi nawdshi) for ships engaged in skirmishes 67 and shim (pi shawdni) [s.v], 



55 De Goeje 1879: 231. 

56 Al-Idrlsi 1866: 112; see also Amari 1857: 333. 

57 Al-Maqrlzl 1957-1973, III (i): 113; IV !ii): 567; IV (iii): 1205: Ilm Hawqal 1992: 
180; see also al-Nuwayn 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 230. 

58 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, I: 165. 

59 Tibbetts 1981: 48. 

60 Al-Maqrlzl 1911-1924, II: 193: Ilm Mammal! 1913: 24; sec also al-Masudl 
1861-1877, I: 283. 

61 Tibbetts 1981: 48. 

62 Al-Nuwayn l-Iskandaranl 1968-1976, I: 112; III: 89. 

63 Goitein 1999, I: 307-8. 

64 Fahmy 1966: 103-6. 

65 Al-Taban 1965, XII (iii): 1417-8. 

66 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 232-3. 

67 Al-Idrlsi 1994, I: 286. 
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Figure 6 Generic boat and ship-terms 
of Classical and Medieval Islam 



typically stood for any galley 68 though sometimes it could refer to a 
specific type. 

Conclusion 

Words like 'ud, lawh and khashab essentially mean a piece of wood that 
floats. Often reference to boats and ships in geographical and historical 
works is marked by general terms such as safina, markab and qarib, which 
are the most commonly used of all names (figure 6). They have lasted 
for centuries and are still in use in modern parlance. Such terms are 



68 Al-Maqnzl 1911-1924. IV: 53: idem. 1957-1973, IV (ii): 617. 695, 722, 919; 
IV (iii): 1205, 1227. 
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all inclusive: medieval Muslim authors used them irrespective of the 
craft's size and hull design; other ship-types have specific names. 

The history of the nomenclature of boat and ship-types can be 
examined linguistically and culturally which will be the subject of the 
ensuing chapters (10, 11 and 12). An attempt is made to group them 
under size and function and, wherever possible, the discussion will 
include information on hull design, though it must be said that Classi- 
cal Arabic sources are vague about such detail and, as we shall see, if 
they do provide information, they are not necessarily helpful. 



CHAPTER TEN 



CLASSIC SHIPS 

<us dilill j>^\ (Si li-SJt <&\ 

It is God who has subjected the sea to you, that ships 
may sail through it by His command, that ye may 
seek of His Bounty, and that ye may be grateful. 1 

Al-Quran, Surat al-Jathiya, XLV: 12. 

There are intriguing references to ships and seafaring in early Islamic 
poetry and the Quran, and although set in a poetic context, they are 
obviously coming from contemporary experience and therefore are 
synchronically of value to this study. 

The ship- camel parallel 

In the early centuries before the emergence of Islam, Najd was the 
centre where East and West Arabians came together for fairs and pil- 
grimages; here, the poets from many tribes met at the courts of Hira 
on the Euphrates and Ghassan in Syria 2 to recite their qasidas (odes) 
on a number of themes, expressing them with vigour and vividness of 
imagination, articulated in a beautiful and rich language. Throughout 
the early period, the language and imagery was that of the Bedouin, 
and poetry was associated with nomadic life. One of the themes was 
animal life: addressing his fellow tribesmen, the poet drew on images 
from both the desert and the sea, thus he compared the sand and the 
sea or the camel and the ship. It is clear that desert poets were familiar 
with the sea, the ship and her voyage and Barthold was wrong to state 
that pre-Islamic poetry was generally void of descriptions of the sea. 3 



1 Alla/iu lludhi sakhkhara lakum al-bahra li-tajn l-Julku fihi/ bi-amrihi wa-li-tnhhig/tu miii 

trans. Ali 1946, II: 1357. 

2 Rabin 1951: 3; Trimmgham 1990: 6-7, 122-4, 166-7, 178-88. 
:i Barthold 1929: 37. 
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Alan Jones concurs that the desert and the sea "are part of the basic 
poetic repertoire in Early Arabic". 4 

For the desert poets, the camel journey (takhallus), one of the three 
sections of the ode, was to illustrate metaphorical re-enactment: the 
desert/ sea symbolising vastness — endless time while the camel/ ship's 
movement is depicting symmetry and coordination. Consider the 
imagery of the camel driver pleasantly mounted for a long journey 
and the dromedary's swaying pace, compared with the mariner on the 
ship sailing with a favourable wind as she rocks forward, backward and 
sideways in the ocean. 

The ode is also a reflection of the nomadic love for the journey (ratal). 
Tarafa b. al-Abd (d. c. 569 CE), one of the pre-Islamic court poets, 
is well known for his long and detailed descriptions of the she-camel 
on her journey; the comparisons he made were striking and show the 
unique bond between man and the animal in an environment where 
life itself could depend on its strength; moreover, the scenery is con- 
sidered one of the finest examples of the depiction of landscape in the 
pre-Islamic odes. More to our purposes here, however, we learn from 
his ode that Arabians had well-developed nautical skills. 5 

The ship-camel comparison, metaphorically or literally, is a classical 
theme. One shares the poet's experience poetically and emotionally. 
There are several examples, but a general portrayal of such an iden- 
tification is lively in the poem of Zuhayr b. Abi Sulma (d. after 627 
CE); he compares caravan guides riding their camels in the vast desert 
with mariners sailing their vessels across the ocean: 

The camel-drivers took them into the soft parts on the 

expanses of sand in the same way that 
fishermen cause their ships to go deep into the waves of the 

open sea. 

[yaghsha l-huddtu Irilum wa lha l-kathibi ka-ma 
yughshi l-saja'ina maic/ti l-liijjati l-'araku]. 6 

Zuhayr's simile is extraordinarily precise; he strives to describe the 
sand and sea "with an equally sensitive choice of words", Arberry 



4 Jones 1996, II: 125. 

5 Arberry: 1957: 83-4; Jones 1996, II: 124. 

6 Ahlwardt 1870: 86;Jones 1996, II: 124. 
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commented. 7 The vocabulary is large and rich in synonyms. 8 Typical 
of the camel-ship parallel is comparing the howdahs (litters) with sails, 
such as in the ode by Bishr b. Abi Khazim al-Asadl (d. c. 535 CE): 

Their camel-borne litters, on the morning they departed, 
resembled 

ships tossed about on a watercourse with humped waves 

[fa-ka-anna gu 'nahumu ghadata tahammalu 
sujunun tuLi' IT i ilTj'u iiiijiiahi\." 

For Abid b. al-Abras (d. c. 554 CE), the ship that sails on "humped 
waves" is compared to the camel driven by the wind on the desert 
dunes: 

As ships float on the humped waves of a deep main, 
tossed by a wind on the water of the Tigris 

\ka- an im I- , < T '< . i '•> Injjalm 
tukqffi'uha fi ma'i Dijlata rihun]. 10 

The "ship of the desert" is a powerful concept: the poet's inspiration 
to compare the ship and the camel is simple and striking. 11 It would be 
logical to assume that the desert poets based their descriptions upon 
personal observation and that their poetry was recited to an audience 
acquainted with both the pastoral life and voyaging by boat on the 
river or by ship on the open sea. 

My concern here, however, is the types of ships: how familar were the 
poets with the watercraft they mention? What can early Islamic sources 
tell us of their size and function? Our sources, Early Islamic poetry 
and the Qur'an, both testify to the existence of craft at the time they 



7 Arberry 1957: 249. 

8 Ibid., 250. 

9 Montgomery 1997: 186. 

10 Ibid., 184. 

11 Consider, the Andalusian poets (5th-6th/l 1th- 12th c) who described the ship in 
human, bird and object terms: the ship is the bride • arnsa , daughter of the sea {bint 
al-ma'), son of the sea (ibn al-ma'); the ship is the bird, as the crow (ghurab), eagle (nasi), 
falcon is/in/ini), pigeon [liammva] and dove ■wan/a . and finally, die ship is an inanimate 
object as house (manzil) and mountain (jabal). Several Andalusian sea poems are vivid 
with comparisons between ship and bird/beast: swiftness as the eagle (fatkluV), the 
oars are like the speckled snake (arqam) or scorpion ('aqrab) and the sail compared to 
the wing of the bird; though the riding camel (matiyya) and the horse (khayl) are by far 
the most common metaphors, see Jalal Abd Alghani's forthcoming article in Al-Masaq, 
Islam and the Medieval Mediterranean. 
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were recorded but it is also possible to speculate that they had been 
around centuries earlier. 



The classic ships: khaliyya, qadis and busi 

The khaliyya (pi khalaya) of pre -Islamic poetry is likened to "a freely 
roaming milking camel". 12 Muraqqish al-Akbar (d. c. 552 CE) describes 
them in one of his verses carrying litters and tall as the palm trees, 
he asks: 

To whom belong the litters floating in the morning, 

in appearance datum palms or huge, dromedarian ships? 

[li-mani l-gji 'nu bil-duha tafiyatin 
shibhuha l-dawmu aw khalaya sqfini?] 13 

The metonymical representation of "milking camel" is interesting, 
and particularly that it is a "freely roaming" one, a beautiful imagery 
compared to a ship in the sea. Consider the imagery of huge litters, 
here compared with the khaliyya in the verse of Tarafa b. al-'Abd 
(d. c. 569 CE): 

(It was) as though the litters of the Malik! camels (at) morning 
were hulks of ships in the wide-spaces of the W'adl of) Dad 

|/ / ///// 1 luta I li tfwdwatan 

khalaya sqfinin bil-nawasifi min dadi]. 1 * 

He likens the movement of the litters, swaying right and left, with 
the rocking motion of the khaliyya?,. Tarafa is deeply involved and the 
scenery evokes poetical emotion, beauty and alertness. 

Khaliyya is of the root-verb khala "to be free" 15 from which derives the 
noun khaliyya, which could be interpreted as a "ship that sails freely". 16 
If we take the following two verses by Maymun b. Qays al-A'sha 
(fl. 6th century CE) it becomes clear that khaliyya is a ship "in full 
sail": 



12 Ibn Slda 1893-1903, X: 26: al-Jawhart 1984: VI: 2330-1. 

13 Lyall 1918-1924, II: Poem 49.1; trans. Montgomery 1997: 185. 

14 Ibn Manzur ncl., II: 1257; see also Ahlwardt 1870: 51-5; trans. Bateson 1970: 
143. 

15 Al-Jawhan 1984, VI: 2331. 

"' Written communication from Barbara Jockers (8 December 2005). 
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No foaming watercourse in the Euphrates, 

black, its breakers crashing together, 
Flinging the huge ship, in full sail, 

with its prow almost shattered. . . . 

\wa-ma muzbidun min khalyi l-jura 

-tijawnun ghawaribuhu taltatim 
yakubbu l-klmliyyata dhata l-qila' 

-i (/rid kddii jiijk uliil Yfiiilifilim ...].'' 

These are tantalizing glimpses but still the khaliyya remains a mystery 
on which our main source, pre-Islamic poetry, cannot throw much 
light. The lexicographer al-Azhari (d. 370/981) states that she was a 
fighting ship, 18 a claim that is unfounded and any idea that the word 
khaliyya gave rise to the Old Spanish name for galea (galley) should, as 
Kindermann rightly noted, be dismissed. 19 What we can deduce from 
the sources, is that the khaliyya was a large ship with full sails but beyond 
that there is nothing. 

The second ship-type we come across is the qddis (pi qawadis). In the 
following verse by Umayya b. Abi 1- A'idh (ndd) she is mentioned in the 
context of the sails' movement and is compared with the she-camel's 
neck on her journey in the desert: 

She rushes with her neck which moves side to side, 
just as the sails drive along the big ship. 

[wa-tahju bi-hadin laha mayla'in 

ka-ma (ijttarada l-qcidisa l-ardamuna] . 20 

Away from the ship-camel allegory, Mulayh (ndd) compares the ship's 
sails with the tents on an encampment: 

Just as on the sea the tent-pegs of a big ship rise, 

which has a good, following south wind is speeding along 

[ka-md nashasat fi l-bahri awtddu qcidisin 
nuinsirrtilun t/lhtil Itilm Ja-lnai j(l/ilit\.-' 



17 Ibn Manzur nd.. II: 1257: trans. Montgomery 199/: 192 with one amendment — I 
translated khaliyya as "ship'' not "dromedarian (ship)". 

18 Ibn Manzur nd., I: 244, hi. 2; al-Zabidl 1969, V: 417. 

19 Kindermann 1934: 25. 

20 Montgomery 1997: 190. Ibn Manzur's (nd., V: 3550) interpretation of ardanuma is 
a "sailor" (see also al-Zabidl 1976, XYI: 356). I have opted for Montgomery's transla- 
tion, "sails" which seems to fit very well in the context of the verse. According to Ibn 
Jubayr (1952: 384), ardamuna is a mizzen or afc-mast. 

21 Montgomery 1997: 190. 
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Perhaps this verse is indicating that the sails were square. Whatever the 
case we have no real idea what a qddis was. 22 It is an unusual name and 
it is unique to the Hudhall poets (fl. before Islam). 23 The lexicographer, 
al-Azharl (d. 370/981) claims that she was a war vessel but gives no 
further information. 24 Dozy lists qddis as a large vessel with one or two 
masts 25 and this seems to be based on the poets' reference to a large 
ship. That the nomenclature might stem from Aramaic is possible but 
that it could have come from the Greek ko.8o<; (kados) should not be 
ruled out. 26 

The last type of craft noted in this section is the river boat busi (pi 
bawdsi). In the following verse by Tarafa b. al-Abd (d. c. 569 CE) a 
simile is drawn comparing the camel's "long neck" to the rudder of 
the bust: 

Her long neck is very erect while she lifts it up 

calling to mind the rudder of a Tigris-bound vessel 

[wa-atla'u nahhadun idha sa'adat bihi 
ka-sukkt ( n-dijlala mus'idl\. 27 

As we have seen in Chapter 5, the rudder was the steering oar by which 
the early boatswain controlled the direction the boat took; likewise the 
camel-driver, by tapping on the camel's long neck with a cane, got her 
to move in the direction he wanted. Here is another description of this 
craft on the Euphrates in a verse by al-A'sha: 

Like the Euphrates wherever it flows, 

it flings the small vessel and the skilled mariner. 

\inil/i/a l-Furdli idha ma tamd 
yaqdhiju bil-busi wa-l-mdhiri] , 28 

A lively picture of a busi being tossed on the waves but managed by a 
"skilled mariner". Note that she is described as a "small vessel". The 



22 See Fraenkel's comments (1962: 219). 

23 The Hudhall (Northern Arabian) tribe was known for its tribal and beautiful 
poetry, see Rentz, 1971: 540-1. They also had a rqmuuion for sprakhis; cornrl Ara- 
bic, Rabin 1951: 79. 

24 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 26, on the authority of KhaM b. Ahmad; see also Ibn 
Manzur nd.. I: 244, fn. 2. 

25 Dozy 1967, II: 314. 

26 On the Greek connection, see Fraenkel 1962: 219. 

27 Ahlwardt 1870: 56; Arbcrrv 1957: 84; sec also al-Zabldl 1977, XVII: 500. 

28 Al-Zabldl 1977, XVII: 500; al-Jawharl 1984, III: 1031. 
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next time we hear about the name of this craft is in the medieval 
period; 29 the Persian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw (d. c. 48 1 / 1 088) reports 
to have boarded the bust, presumably a ferry-type, at Shati 'Uthman 
opposite the port town of Ubulla. 30 

In addition to these usages, Dozy defines bust as a large vessel with 
three masts. There is nothing to suggest that this was the case; nor is 
there any evidence, as he understands it, to suppose the word derives 
from the Latin bussa or buza.' il We have in Andalusi Arabic bus or bus 
which seems most likely to have come from Latin and not from the 
Mesopotamian bust. On the other hand, the Romance terminology could 
be an earlier form of a Semitic term; if there was such a connection it 
would have come down from Aramaic or Chaldean via the Levantine 
trade. 32 One should note that there was a Babylonian type of boat 
called butzith ibusith) or bitzith (bisith) (1595-1 158 BCE) which was used 
on the River Meshan, described as a small Marsh boat made of reeds, 
"elongated, narrow on the bottom but widening upward". 33 Could this 
Babylonian craft be the pro to-type of bust? One further point is that 
a Persian origin, as al-Jawallql (d. 539/1144) claims, is also possible. 34 
Early Persian and Semitic ship-terms often crossed each other's paths. 
Interestingly, we encounter the term bust in the nineteenth century, 
described as "a small boat that travels ahead of large vessels"; it is said 
that when the large vessel could not proceed, the passengers transferred 
their belongings into a bust in order to reach their destination. 35 



Two obscure classic shifts: llw ghassaniyya and the qawra' 

The origins of the ghu i pl » inirrdl aie uncertain; it is recorded 
by Dabi' b. Harith al-Barjaml (ndd) in the following verse: 



29 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 26. 

30 Khusraw 1986: 96. 

:il Dozy 1967, 1: 128. The Latin term developed later in Italian dialects, buzzo, buck, 
bucia (a. 1 158), bucao (a. 13th c) "a large vessel" or in the Calabrian dialect vuzzu- guzuc 
"a small ship", see Pellegrini 1978, II: 820-1. Note the Maltese luzzic a double-ended 
lishing boat deriving from perhaps Calabrian, see Aquilina 1987-1990, I: 764. 

32 For these possible origins see Shir 1980: 31. 

33 See Patai (1998: 44) for a detailed description of the boat and her usage. 

34 Al-Jawallql 1867: 23. 

35 Fraenkel 1962: 217-8. 
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A ghassaniyya sailed across the deep ocean 

when the wind started to blow [its sails] leisurely 

\ i i i I' \la lujyatin 

idha hiya hanmtal raicma n/iin la-tarassald]. 36 

The reference to a sea-going craft is clear; as for the name, it may, 
though unlikely, be associated with a person called, Ghassan, the owner 
or shipbuilder. 37 

Also unknown is the qawra', which occurs in pre-Islamic poetry and 
the Mufaddaliyyat, an anthology of early Islamic poems, some dating 
back to the beginning of the sixth century. 38 Here is what al-Muthaqqib 
al-Abdi (ndd) had to say about the ship: 

As if the saddle and its straps were [placed] on a caulked, high 

humped |ship|. sailing the sea. 
The prow of which cleaves the water as she climbs over 

the humped waves of every [watercourse] with its full dunes. 

[ka-annd l-kura wa-l-ansa'a minha 

'aid qawra a mdhiralin datum 
yashuqqu l-md'a ju'juuha wa-ta'lu 
ghawdidia ',7 hadat ' 

The key-word here is qarwd', 40 which seems to be used metonymically 
and understood in the context of a she-camel as being long-backed 
and "high-humped" 41 likened to the cargoed ship. Qarwd' is another 
example of an epithet usage, also found in the term khaliyya (discussed 
earlier) comparing "a roaming milk camel" to a sea-going vessel. In 
the following verse Bishr b. Abl Khazim al-Asadl (d. c. 535 CE) relates 
qarwd' direcdy to a ship: 



36 From the Asma'iyyat; there were some 72 fragments of pre-Islamic or early Islamic 
poetry collected by al-Asma'T, a philologist who died in 213/828. 

37 Sulayman 1993: 95. 

'"' A title given to a collet lion of Larh Arabic poems, most of which are pre-Llamic. 
put together by al-Muiaddal b. Muhammad b. Ya la 1-Dabbl id. 16 1/780 or 170/786), 
see Renate Jacobi. 'Al-Muladdalivvat". in Encyclopaedia of Islam, volumes I-XII (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 1960-2004), VII: 306-8. 

39 Montgomery 1997: 190; sec also Sulayman 1993: 95. 

40 In a written communication with Barbara Jockers (30 November 2005), she 
pointed out from a German source (Fischer) that aqra and qara are associated with 
a "decked" ship; I have not come across any of the Classical and Medieval Arabic 
lexica listing this meaning. 

41 Ibn Manzur nd., V: 3616; al-Jawhart 1984, VI: 2461; al-Flruzabadl 1995: 1191; 
see also Lane 1984, II: 2088. 
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. . . and I have found myself 

on a high-humped [ship] prostrating herself before the winds. 

did (jiinvaa tasjudu lil-riyahi]. i2 

Other verses of Bishr b. Abl Khazim's poem show glimpses of his fami- 
larity with seafaring in the ancient world. These verses we have seen are 
our only source for the qarwa' so it is difficult to establish whether she 
ever existed; the term is obscure and any attempt to interpret it must 
remain hypothetical. That said, there is a connection to the root-word, 
qariyya, a nautical term for "the yard of a ship or a squared piece of 
wood upon the head of the mast of a ship". 43 



The Qur'anic fulk and jariya 

The ancient fulk 

The fulk, which appears in a few poetic verses and in a number of 
Qur'anic was (chapters), is the classical type mentioned by several Mus- 
lim historians and geographers and is listed by practically all medieval 
lexicographers. Her provenance might be the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf 
or the Western Indian Ocean; certainly it must have been a well-known 
vessel among the Arabians to appear in the Qur an twenty-three times. 
In grammatical terms, Julk (pi juluk) is masculine and feminine but it 
can also be used collectively. 44 

In one of the pre-Islamic poems recited by the Hudhall poets (fl. 
before Islam), these julks, are featured in a captivating verse in which 
Ibn Barraq (fl. 5th or 6th CE) describes an anchorage activity: 

'I 'he w ind that smites the clouds in a mirage as the 

sea-going vessels continue to load (their merchandise) near the shore. 

[jawafilu fi l-sardbi ka-ma (i)staqallat 
Juluku l-bahri zala biha l-shiriru]. 1 '' 



42 Montgomery 1997: 170-1. 

43 Lane 1984, II: 2988. 

44 Al-Zabldl 1993, XXVII: 305. 

45 Ibn Sida 1898-1903, X: 24. 
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The appearance of the julk in the Qur an is significant for the follow- 
ing reasons: Firstly, of primary importance is the metaphoric usage of 
the ship-term and the religious message that it conveys, an example 
being where the julk is represented as Noah's Ark, the deliverance of 
mankind; 46 she is the symbol of trade and abundance but mainly of 
life and none of this is possible if it were not for God's grace and infi- 
nite bounty. 47 Secondly, and it is this which concerns me here, is the 
nautical information that we can infer. Here the julk must have been 
a large vessel as she is used to refer to both Noah's Ark and a cargo 
(-passenger) ship; the latter is said to plough the waves in favourable 
winds and braving gales and storms. 4 " 

The Arabian julk existed in pre-Islamic times, at least as early as 
the fifth century CE, and could have been around when the Greek 
e(po?uaov (efolkion) was recorded, 49 a cargo ship of the Red Sea. Her 
occurrence in Islamic sources of the later period is rare: 50 in the third 
and sixth voyages of Sindbad the Sailor in the Arabian Xajils. there is a 
reference to a julk which, judging from the context, can only be a life 
boat or possibly, as Lane rendered it, a raft. 51 From all of this one can 
conclude that julk was a known term with a multi-purpose function. 

One interesting verse from Nasir al-Din b. Nahid (ndd), quoted by 
Ibn Battuta, compares 

. . . vessels like celestial spheres 

some upwards and some downwards, sail 

[wa-ljulku ka-l-aflaki bay- 
na hadirin wa-mus'adin]. 52 



46 Surat Yunus (Jonah) X: 73; Sural Hud ([The Prophet] Hud) XI: 37-8; Surat 
al-Mu'minln (The Believers) XXIII: 27-8; Surat al-Shu'ara' (The Poets) XXVI: 119; 
Surat Ya Sin ([The Letters] Ya Sin) XXXVI: 41. 

47 Surat al-Baqara (The Heifer: II: 164; Surat Yunus (Jonah) X: 22; Surat Ibrahim 
(Abraham) XIV: 32; Surat al-Nahl (The Bee) XVI: 14. 

48 Surat al-IIajj 1 h, Pilgrimage XX: 1.1 Sural Ynkilmt the Spider. XXIX: 65; 
Surat al-Rum (The Roman Empire. XXX: 16; Sural Luqman .Hie Wise) XXXI: 31; 
Surat Fatir (The Originator of Creation* XXXV: 12: Sural al-Saffal Those Ranged 
in Ranks) XXXVII: 140; Surat al-Mu'min (The Believer) XL: 80. 

49 De Landberg 1920-1942, III: 2436; Kindermann 1934: 72; Liddell & Scott 
1953: 746. 

50 See for example al-Mas'udl 1861 1877, I: 292. 

51 Alflayla wa-layla nd., Ill: 120-1, 142-3; The Thousand and One Mghts 1979-1981, 
III: 27, 64-6, 92, fn. 40. 

52 Ibn Battuta 1968, I: 69; idem, 1958-2000, I: 42. 



CLASSIC SHIPS 



287 



It is a play on words, Julk (collective use for ships) and aflak (celestial 
spheres), both stemming from a common root /fit/; poetically, he 
gives the Julk an almost magical grandeur as well as a hint, through its 
root-verb falaka, to her possible shape "being rounded". 53 Cargo ships 
are often said to have round-shaped hulls (see Chapter 5). 

It remains, finally, to explore the possibility of finding some historical 
link between the classical Julk and the modern fuluka of the Nile and 
the Red Sea; 54 the nomenclature is an ancestor to several Islamic and 
European Mediterranean variants. 55 According to the lexicographer 
al-Zabldl (d. 1205/1790-1), the use of the contemporary Egyptian 
juluka is a dialectal derived form of julayka, a diminutive of Julk, 56 It 
is possible, but both Dozy and Engelmann think that there is no con- 
nection. 57 Also to be considered is the Iraqi nomenclature filka (pi filak 
or filkat), a type found on the Tigris in Baghdad; al-Dujayll, writing 
around the beginning of the twentieth century, describes her as a ferry 
or pleasure rowing boat, 26 feet (c. 8 m) long, and fitted for six or eight 
oarsmen. 58 The common ground for this philological inquiry is that 
all these boat and ship terms stem from one common root /j.l.k.l but 
whether historically there is any connection with the ancient julk one 
cannot tell. It is possible to speculate, however, an Arabic and Greek 
link, given the fact that both ships described above have existed around 
about the same time and in the Nile and the Red Sea; thus at some 
point the Arabic name could have been borrowed from Greek or the 
other way round. 



53 Fraenkel 1962: 212. One of the forms of falak means "circle" or "orbit; celestial 
sphere", Wehr 1966: 727. Note PIcbi \ < nd an vrian lynale /li/ttkkn "whirl 
of spindle", Gesenius 1906: 813. 

54 Recorded in Yemen {faluka or fulluka) for "small ship", see De Landbcrg 1920- 
1942, III: 2436. 

55 First recorded in 1628, other documents dated 1655 and 1662, see OED, I: 982; 
mainly: ft i 'uke, feluque, felucca, filucca, falucca, phalucco, felouca, felouk; note Italian felu(c)a, 
French feluuque, Spanish faluca, Portuguese falua. For example, Moroccan ftuka (pi fldik), 
"barque ordinaire servant au transport des voyageurs seulement", Brunot 1920: 249; 
see Pellegrini for the European entries, 1978, II: 825. 

56 Al-Zabldl 1993, XXVII: 307. 

57 Dozy & Engelmann 1869: 264-6. 

58 Al-Dujayll 1912a: 153; Ritter 1919: 137. 
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The large jariya 

The jariya (pljariyat or jawara or jawar) is popularly defined by its root- 
verb jam "to run" and therefore by extension, "a ship, because [she runs] 
upon the sea". 59 We can only surmise from the Qur'an that the jariya 
was a large vessel as, like the fulk, she is associated with Noah's Ark: 

We, when the water (of Noah's flood) overflowed beyond its limits, carried 
you (mankind) in the floating (Ark). 

\imifi liinni ill ].''" 

The jariyas are pictured as deep-sea vessels sailing majestically in the 
ocean; two Quranic verses describe them as tall, ploughing their course 
through the ocean: 

And among His signs are the ships, smooth-running through the ocean, 
(tall) as mountains. 

\h'a-iniii ariliilii I-jmcari Jt l-hahri ka-l-a'Idmi ].'' 
In another verse 

And His are the ships sailing smoothly through the seas, lofty as 
mountains 

\aa lit/ui l-jaicdn I -ma ilirT ka-l a'lami]. 62 

The spiritual symbolism in these verses is clear; the ship cannot move 
without the wind, just as man is helpless without His Creator. 63 In 
both verses the word a'lam (s 'alam), translated here as "mountains", 64 
presents a picture of a broad and elevated ship with sails that spread 
wide and high "as mountains" (ka-l-a'lam). Classical Qur'anic inter- 
preters generally seem to agree in glossing a'lam as jibal (mountains), 
but some translators of the Quran into English have interpreted this 



59 Ibn Slda, on the authority of al-FarisI, 1898-1903, X: 26; Ibn Manzur nd., I: 
610; see also Kindermann 1934: 15; Lane 1984, I: 416. 

60 Surat al-Haqqa (The Intrinsic Reality) LXIX: 11; translated by Yusuf Ali 1946, 
II: 1597. 

61 Surat al-Shura. (The Consultants) XIII: 32; translated by Yusuf Ali 1946, II: 
1315. 

62 Surat al-Rahman (The Most Gracious) LV: 24; translated by Yusuf Ali 1946, 
II: 1475. 

63 Ali 1946, II: 1315, fn. 4572. 

64 On the use of "mountains" see translations by George Sale, The Koran (London: 
Frederick Warne and Co., nd.), pp. 471, 514 and N.J. Dawood, The Koran (London: 
Allen Lane, 1978; first published 1956), pp. 19, 157. 
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word differently: Beeston argues that the comparison between ships and 
mountains in terms of size should be discarded because such hyperbole 
is "wholly uncharacteristic of the Quran". 65 He thinks that Bell's and 
Arberry's translations of "landmarks" rather than "mountains" is more 
appropriate. '* In support of his argument Beeston cites from ancient 
poetry a verse which clearly indicates that the term was used to sug- 
gest "waymark", hence "when we journey past one 'alam [waymark] 
another shows up" [idhd qata'nd 'alaman badd dlamun]. 67 An dlam for the 
Bedouin was a cairn of stones which guided travellers in the desert; so 
the simile is one that compares the ships with these cairns of stones 
as landmarks. But these cairns were not high or lofty as the Qur'anic 
image seems to be saying, and I do not think that "landmarks" fits the 
picture here, rather the traditional gloss of jibdl (mountains) captures 
correctly the image of the sails at sea billowing so that they look huge 
like mountains. The translators of verse LV: 24 (note 62), quoted above, 
also interpret a'ldm as "landmarks". Again I do not think this is cor- 
rect. Here the simile ka-l-a '1dm is preceded by a participal phrase, jawdri 
manshudt, though the term manshu'dt, according to Qur'an scholars, is 
open to different interpretations: "raising a bow-wave in motion" or 
"with hoisted sails/hoisting their sails" or "well built". 68 All these are 
possible. The poetic image of jdriyas at sea with sails that rise high as 
mountains seems more fitting to me while the simile of the ships that 
appear on the horizon like cairns of stones in a desert horizon does not 
apply. The conclusion then is that we have a type, the jdriya, which like 
the julk, was mentioned in the Qur'an as being not only an example 
of a ship that "sails smoothly through the seas", but was obviously of 
considerable size. 



The mysterious qurqur 

The earliest mention of the qurqur (pi qardqirf is in a poem of al- 
Nabigha 1-DhubyanI (d. c. 604 CE): 



65 Beeston 1973: 94. 

66 Ibid. 

6 ' Ibid., 95. 

68 Ibid., 96. 

69 Lane 1984, II: 2501. 
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Damaging ihe [ortresses and (h iving the vessels of the 
Nabateans 

A\\a\ from them pushing (hem) to the sloping hills 

[mudirrun bil-qusuri yadhudu 'ante 
qaraqira l-nabiti ild l-tilali]. 70 

This is the only early instance recorded by an Islamic source. The 
reference to the Nabateans is intriguing. Who are they in this context? 
There are two possible explanations: 

The first could be that it is a reference to the Nabateans who, as 
far as we know, moved around the area of Petra in South Jordan in 
the fourth century BCE, their roots being nomadic, according to the 
Roman historian, Diodorus Siculus (d. after 20 BCE). 71 A century later, 
the Greek geographer and historian, Strabo (d. after 2 1 CE), reports 
that the Nabateans were sedentary and practised agriculture but still 
maintained some nomadic characteristics. 72 They were famous for their 
trade in luxury goods, particularly frankincense, throughout Southern 
Arabia and finally achieved a trade alliance with Rome. 73 They also 
had good trade relations with the Ptolemies in Egypt and the Selucids 
in Asia Minor from the fourth to the first century BCE. Not much is 
heard about their maritime adventures in the Red Sea, but the pre- 
Islamic verse quoted above by al-Nabigha obviously refers to Nabatean 
sea activity and the poet identifies the qurqurs as Nabatean vessels. We 
are told by Strabo, that the Nabateans generally lived a "peaceful 
life". 74 A lot of the luxury goods trade from Arabia and India to the 
Mediterranean passed through Nabatean hands but with the coming 
of the Romans in Palestine and Arabia, trade patterns changed. One 
alternative route was the Egyptian Red Sea coast; Strabo reports that 
"loads of aromatics" were transported from Leuke Kome and later from 
Myos Hormos (near modern Quseir). 75 Though a peaceful people in 
general, the Nabateans turned to piracy; Strabo reports that by sailing 
on rafts they intercepted vessels reaching the Egyptian ports. 76 Using 
rafts was advantageous because they could surprise a vessel sailing to 



70 Montgomery 1997: 192; Lyall 1981: 97-8. 

71 Diodorus Siculus Bk 11.47.48. 

72 Strabo Bk 16.4.21, 26. 

73 CassiusDioBk 68.14.5. 

74 Strabo Bk 16.4.18. 

75 Ibid., Bk 16.4.24. 

76 Ibid., Bk 16.4.18. 
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or from Egypt in the darkness of night and climb on board to plunder 
her of cargo. 

The second possibility is that the poet was using the word nabit 
(< CA nabata "to stream forth [water]" 77 ) with a reference to the 
Mesopotamian agriculturalists, a term pejoratively applied by their 
Arab/Arabian conquerors. 78 The Nabateans, in fact, lived in the Sawad 
of Iraq which constituted the cultivated land of Lower Iraq and the 
Marshes between Basra and Kufa. 79 It is known that they had vessels 
to transport their food products and ferry passengers across the rivers. 
This possibility would fit with al-Akhtal's (d. before 92/7 10-1) mention 
of the qurqur on Mesopotamian rivers, suggesting that she belonged to 
these agriculturalists 80 rather than the Petra people mentioned above. 

But we have the land and rivers of 'Iraq 
where you see the ijurijum sailing on a river 

[wa-lakin land barru l-'Iraqi wa-bahruhu 
wa-haythu tara l-qurqura fi l-mai yasbahii\. u 

So what were these qurqurs? To go back to the Nabateans: Strabo's 
information about Nabatean rafts is interesting; a qurqur could have 
been a raft, though, intriguingly, it is possible that the nomenclature 
may phonetically be linked to the more recent Persian Gulf term gargur 
(pi gardgir), a type of large round basket made until some fifty years ago 
of palm wicker-work. It is used for trapping fish by being placed upside 
down in the sea. So historically, could the classical qurqur be referring 
to a round coracle like the Iraqi quffa (discussed in Chapter 4)? It is 
interesting that in both instances the craft would have developed from 
basket to boat in the same region. Mulayh's (ndd) verse may suggest 
that the qurqur was a type of coracle; if it were so, then his verse would 
read as follows: 



77 Wehr 1966: 939. 

78 See al-Zabldl 1983, XX: 131; Lane 1984, I: 2759. 

79 See Fahd 1993: 836. 

8,1 See Fraenkel 1962: 217; see also Kindermann 1931: 79-81: al-Nukhayll 1974: 
120-5. 
81 Zayyat 1949: 357. 



292 



CHAPTER TEN 



Lank, red-brown (camels) abandoned them, like 

coracles winding their w ay round the swells of the sea. 

\h'a-'ji/(il I 
qaraq 

Moreover, the lexicographer al-Jawallql (d. 539/1144) (quoting Ibn 
Durayd [d. 321/933], the latter citing the poet al-Ajaj), defines qurqur 
as being "a full-bellied [vessel]". 83 Might this be a reference to a round 
coracle? The hypothesis that the qurqur was a coracle is further strength- 
ened if we look at the possibility that the word perhaps comes from the 
Akkadian qurqurru "a type of basket". 84 Al-Jawallqi argues that as qurqur 
is not triliterally root-based it could not be Arabic, 85 while Ibn Durayd 
disagreed on this and considered it to be Arabic. Whichever language 
the lexicographers wished to argue for, it was a common term known 
in Mesopotamia. Another type of qurqur which functioned as a fighting 
ship appears in the middle medieval period (see Chapter 12). 

The 'adawll of the African Red Sea coast 

One of the most contested words in ship typology is the 'adawli(p\ 'adawkyyat). 
An early reference to this craft comes from a verse of Kuthayyir Azza 
(d. 105/723-4) who writes: 

Just as the 'adaicli laden with goods 

left early morning for Dahna and Dahalik to unload its merchandise 

[ka-anna 'adawliyyan zuha'u humuliha 
ghadatan tartami l-Dahna biha wa-l-Dahdlik\ . '"' 

The context is clearly a cargo vessel. As for the ship-term itself there 
are three possiblities: 

One is tracing it from the wood of a long tree called 'adawlif 1 how- 
ever, I could not find any evidence for this. There are no other examples 



82 I owe thanks to an anonymous reader of one of the drafts of the present work 
who provided the translation; for the Arabic see Farraj & Shakir 1965-1966, vs 13. 

83 Al-JawnllqT 1867: 123. 

Von Soden 1959-1981, II: 929. 

85 See al-Jawallql 1867: 123. 

86 Yaqut 1866-1873, IV: 797. 

87 See Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2360. 
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of a ship-type called after the name of a tree except for the modern 
fishing shut [s.v.] found in the Arabian/Persian Gulf which is said to 
have originated from a tree named shu \ a ben tree, of a kind that is tall 
and straight with soft wood, though this remains mere speculation. 88 

The second possibility, the one that was most current among Classi- 
cal Arabic writers, is that adttu - oj an < i , alludes to a town in the 
Island of Bahrain. 89 To support this, they cite the following verse from 
Tarafa b. al-Abd (d. c. 569 CE); we read: 

Of 'Adawliyya, or of the ships of Ibn Yamin 

which the helmsman now (wears), taking them 

off course, now steers straight. 
[Adawlyyatun aw min sa/uii liibni l aniinin 

yajuru biha l-mallahu tawran wa-yahtadi\ . 90 

Ibn Yamin could be a well-known shipowner, 91 perhaps a sea cap- 
tain, who is thought to have come from Bahrain but there is no hard 
evidence to substantiate this claim. It can be said, however, that the 
verse does provide information about sailing techniques, presumably 
in deep sea. 

The third possibility, and the most likely one, is that the word 'adawli- 
yya applies to a type of ship whose name derives from the harbour 
town 'Adawl (Greek 'abovXiq [Adoulis]) on the Eritrean coast. 92 Adulis 
was a flourishing port in the Ptolemaic period (from 4th to 1 st century 
BCE) 93 and is probably located on what is today Annesley Bay, south 
of Massawa. East of the bay lies the Dahlak Archipelago, south of 
which is Dahlak Island, one of the islands which gave anchorage to 
ships like the cargo- 'adawliyya. So 'adawliyya is not the port of Adulis as 
Montgomery understands it; 94 the 'adawli is clearly a ship, as shown in 
the following verse of al-Nabigha 1-DhubyanI (d. c. 604 CE): 



88 Agius 2002: 91-2. 

89 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 26; Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2812; sec also Lane 1984, II: 
1975. 

90 Translated by Montgomery 1997: 185 with one modification, I have maintained 
the Arabic name adawliyva. 

91 See Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2842 and Lane 1984, II: 1975. 

92 Fraenkel 1962: 214. 

93 Periplus 1912: 60. 

'" Montgomery 1997: 185. 
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He has a sea which tosses about the 'adawh 
and the small heavih laden khuluj. 

\lalut hahrun nif/aininixii hil-ddawliyyi 
h'a-b, 'hujall ]."' 

She is represented here as a large cargo ship compared to the smaller 
type known as khuluj about which we know nothing 



Conclusion 

The ship and the sea appear in pre -Islamic and early Islamic poetry in 
a set of striking images: camel-ship similes: litter-bearing camels and 
sails; palm-trees and ships; waves and sand dunes and the movement 
of ships on the sea. The ship-camel comparison is a recurring theme: 
the slow stately progress of the camel through the undulating sand 
dunes, its long neck swaying, compared to the ship, her prow jutting 
out ahead, sails unfurled, riding on the waves is entirely evocative of 
the desert and sea surrounding the Arabian Peninsula iigurc 7 . 

These pre -Islamic descriptions are not only haunting and evocative 
poetry; they also give us an understanding of nautical activities at the 
time. Assuming that they come from personal observation, they offer 
an insight into types, the ships' mechanical parts and navigational 
techniques. For some, such as Lichtenstadter, many of these nautical 
references should be seen as purely mythological, serving only to express 
religious symbolism. 96 1 cannot concur; it seems to me obvious that they 
were written for an audience of nomadic and/or coastal (seafaring) 
people who would have a knowledge of nautical terminology and for 
whom the maritime references would have to make sense. It seems, 
therefore, reasonable to assume that these poems offer genuine, if brief 
and tantalising, glimpses of a seafaring past. 



95 Ibid., 192 with my amendments. On khalfj (pi khuluj) see Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 
26; Ibn Manzur nd., II: 1224; al-Zabldl 1969, V: 533; al-Jawhari 1984, I: 311. 

96 In this respect LichtciiMadtci s 1956: 75, 77 stance on the religious symbolism 
used by the poets is an interesting claim but difficult to prove. 




Figure 7 Classic ships. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 



RIVER BOATS AND DEEP-SEA VESSELS: 
TYPES AND FUNCTIONS 

Walking along the bank of the river, I saw a great, 
handsome, lofty vessel, and it pleased me; wherefore 
I purchased it. 1 

Alf Inrla wa-layla (The Arabian Xighls 



Introduction 

Cargo vessels fall into three categories: a) the river type which carried 
goods on inland waters, b) coastal boats that sailed on river and along 
the sea and, c) the sea-going vessels which anchored at harbours or 
at some distance from the port, in which case their merchandise and 
passengers had to be ferried on small boats. 

When attempting the classification of ships, it is preferable to identify 
which ones were seafaring, river-faring or able to navigate both. In 
principle an ocean-going vessel did not proceed to the river 2 and a river 
boat would not venture into the sea, 3 though some vessels must have 
been built to cope with both sea and river navigation. It may be the case 
that sea-to-river navigation was restricted to specially designed craft such 
as barges and canoes. 4 We know from the Mediterranean experience 



1 II a tawajjal i i i unlii nun Lilian 
kalnralan aliyalai 1 r/a voa-layla nd., Ill: 134; 
trans. E. W. Lane, Thousand and Onr Muhh 1979 1981, III: 50. 

2 Ibn Jubayr nd., 213: llm Kattuta 1968, II: 183: IV: 119; al-MaqrlzI 1967, II: 143, 
189; al-Nuwayrl 1-Lkandaram 1968-1976, II: 249-50. 

3 Al-Nuwayrll-IskandaranT 1968-1976, 1: 171; II: 98. 233-5; III: 235; V: 84, 250, 375. 

4 Ibn MammatI 1943: 339-40; al-Idrlsl 1994, I: 286; see also Diyab 1977: 73-7; 
Udovitch 1978, II: 521-2; Abbadl & Salim 1981: 145-7; Khalilieh 1995: 23; Goitein 
1999, I: 296. 
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that Crusader vessels, in spite of their skilled navigators, were not able 
to sail the Nile and that several attempts to capture Fustat failed because 
their ships were not fit to navigate in the Nile waters. 5 

I have shown in Chapters 4 and 6 how river and coastal boats were 
influenced by the local waters and climate as well as the tradition and 
culture to which their builders had been exposed over the centuries. 
I have explained how difficult it is to navigate in the Mesopotamian 
rivers, particularly that the northern prevailing wind blows in the same 
direction as the current flows. In the fifth voyage of Sindbad the Sailor 
in the Arabian Nights, it is inferred that from Basra to Baghdad he pro- 
ceeded not by river but by caravan over land. 6 The Nile was a much 
better experience as navigation either way was possible, even though the 
northern prevailing wind blows against the current. No doubt the large 
river boats must have been flat-bottomed vessels; they would have been 
fitted with leeboards in place of a keel which helped them to operate 
in shallow water. It is safe to assume then that when ocean-going cargo 
vessels anchored at Basra or Ubulla, their merchandise was either trans- 
shipped to barges or loaded on camel back to reach the northern towns. 

Although most of the trading vessels were passenger and/or pilgrim 
vessels, knowledge about them as to which sailed the rivers and seas 
in the Early and Middle Medieval Islamic period is scanty; a better 
picture can be formed of war vessels as more information is available 
in the primary Arabic sources (see Chapter 12). This chapter and the 
following are not intended to cover all the watercraft that were used in 
the classical and medieval periods but, as mentioned earlier, to provide 
a sample in which I will look into their historical context and highlight 
the origins of their nomenclature. 

Royal and pleasure river boats 

The zaww 

River boats mentioned during the Abbasid period were multi-purpose 
craft; a number of them belonged typically to royal circles, 7 some, as 
will be shown in Chapter 12, functioned as fighting boats. 



5 'Abbadl & Salim 1981: 229-42. 

6 Alf layta wa-layla nd., Ill: 139. 

7 See for example al-Tarmkhl 1391-1392/1971-1972, IV: 49-51. 
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An early type of river boat, the zaww, is mentioned in a third/ ninth- 
century poem by al-Buhturl (d. 284/897)" and recorded around the 
same period by al-Tabari (d. 3 10/922-3). 9 According to the geographer 
al-Yaqut (d. 626/1228-9), we know that she was a large vessel, probably 
a ceremonial state barge used in a procession on festive occasions. I 
came to this conclusion because we are told that the caliph al-Mutawak- 
kil (232-247/847-861) had one built with a "lofty castle" constructed 
on her deck [wa-band fi wahida minhd qasran minifan\, w which I take to 
mean an elaborated royal cabin. We have no information about her 
provenance; the context suggests that such barges in the Abbasid period 
belonged to the Tigris or the Euphrates. The name is perhaps related 
to Persian zawd "swift". 11 



The harraqa and shabbara 

The harraqa (pi harraqat or harariq) was employed in such a variety of 
ways that, as Kindermann rightly observed, "it is difficult to deter- 
mine its development over a period of time". 12 She was known to be 
a pleasure boat for higher functionaries, a ferry-boat along the river 
banks and a light carrier; the latter, it is reported, was for the transport 
of food and raw materials from Baghdad to Raqqa on the Euphrates 
river, 13 but she was also used as a small cargo boat on the River Nile 
and the sea. 14 

We know from Medieval Islamic sources that she was used primarily 
in royal circles on the Tigris and Euphrates during 'Abbasid Iraq 15 and 
on the Nile in Fatimid and Mamluk Egypt. 16 The Arabian Nights reports 
that the caliph Harun al-Rashld (170-193/786-809) used to board a 
harraqa every night on the River Tigris disguising himself in a merchant's 



8 See Lane 1984, I: 1266. 

9 Al-TabarT 196"), XI : iii :■ : 682. 1168. 

10 YaqQt 1866-1873, II (ii): 960. 

11 See Kindermann 1934: 36. 

12 Ibid., 22. 

13 Al-Masudl 1861-1877, VI: 351; Ibn Sa'd 1904-1921, V: 319. 
11 Al-AsyutT 1996, I: 78. 

15 For example at the harbour of Raqqa on the Euphrates (written communication 
from Stefan Heidemann 18 May 2004 and 6 December 2005); see also Heidemann 
& Becker 2003: 29, fn. 232. 

16 Al-Tanukhi 1375/1955, I: 158; al-Sabl 1958: 21; al-ShabushS 1386/1966: 45; 
al-Nuwayrl 1-Iskandaram 1968-1976, II: 249. 
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garb in order to observe the doings of common people. 17 Al-Tabarl 
reports on four occasions during events between 198-264/813-877 
that dignitaries employed the harraqa on the Tigris to carry out their 
business. 18 There is an interesting anecdote about the use of a harraqa 
by the Iraqi judge, al-Tanukhl (d. 384/994-5): he recounts that a cer- 
tain vizier, Hamid b. Abbas, embarked on a harraqa on which women 
were on board waiting to be ferried from a bank of the River Dujayl 
in Khusistan. He reports, the vessel "was covered and curtained all 
over"; when asked why this was so, the story-teller responded, "it was 
improper for the crew of such a vessel to be virile". 19 Why would 
al-Tanukhl bother to relate such an incident? Perhaps, he wanted to 
make the point that sectioning a ferry-boat was not common, at least 
not among ordinary people, the 'amma. 

Another use of the harraqa was to launch fireworks: we are told that 
during the tenth/sixteenth century, the people of Cairo gathered on 
a feast day on the banks of the River Nile to watch fireworks lit from 
these harraqas, producing a spectacular scene. 20 Semantically the word 
harraq means "burning aflame", appropriately enough for the boat from 
which fire could be launched. I shall discuss her use as a fire -launcher 
against the enemy ship in Chapter 12. 

Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) reports that the Tigris 
harraqa was called by Iraqis shabbara (pi shabbarat). He might be infer- 
ring that there were two types of harraqa?,, similar but with a different 
nomenclature. In addition to this he tells us that a harraqa was identical 
to another river boat called sallura (pi salalir)} 1 No details of any of 
them are provided but then why should he take the trouble to describe 
river boats that were well known to all at the time? This is a recurent 
problem: common knowledge about vessels meant that Classical and 
Medieval Muslim authors did not feel the need to describe them. I 
shall come back to this point in Chapter 13. 

According to al-QazwInl (d. 682/1283-4), the caliph al-Ma'mun 
(198-201/813-817) owned some 4,000 large and small shabbara*} 2 A 
considerable number; obviously some were meant to be used in royal 



17 Alf lay/a iva-kyta 1957, III: 128; Thousand and One Mghts. 1979-1981, II: 338-9. 

18 Al-Taban 1965, XI (in;: 917: XII : iii : : 1385. 1539; XIII (iv): 1927. 

19 Al-fanukhl 1391-1392/1971-1972, III: 43. 

20 Moritz 1915: 439. 

21 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 116-7; idem, 1958-2000, II: 336-7. 

22 Al-QazwInl 1848, II: 233. 
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processions and feast days. There are a number of references to their 
exclusive use by the royal family and their entourage: Ibn Wasil (d. 
697/1297-8) writes that he was in Baghdad when Nur al-Dln Arslan 
Shah (589-607/1193-1210-1) fell critically ill at a place of conva- 
lescence near Mosul; he was fetched on board a shabbdra-gondola. on 
which he died. 23 When Ibn Battuta arrived in Baghdad in 727/1327 
during the reign of the last of the Mongol Khans of Persia, Abu Sa'id 
Bahadur Khan (716-736/1316-1335), he saw the Khan and his vizier 
in a shabbdra on the Tigris and ahead of them two shabbdras "carrying 
musicians and dancers" for their entertainment and for the onlookers 
on the river shore. 24 

Both the harrdqa and the shabbdra were a gondola-type, splendidly 
furnished with an elevated cabin. 25 One can imagine how beautifully 
decorated these gondolas were on festive occasions; they floated in a 
large defile carrying the caliph with his royal court, civil servants, the 
military and music entertainers. Perhaps some of the boats depicted in 
the Shdhndma miniatures could be representations of these river craft? 
(illustration 73) The nomenclature shabbdra has been identified with the 
Persian shdhi-bdr "royal-carrier". 26 An attempt to derive it from Arabic 
mashbar meaning "a river" 27 is possible but the Persian connection is 
more convincing. 

Ihe ushari 

Another type of royal boat similar to the ham 1 1 mcl / ' i is I Ik 
Nile 'ushari (pi 'ushdriyydt or 'ushdriyyun). 29. We learn from Ibn Khallikan 
(d. 681/1 282-3) that she was larger and much longer than the shabbdra.' 29 
Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadl (d. 629/1231), a historian, gave a short but 
interesting description of this 'ushari during his visit to Egypt. Comparing 
her to the shabbdra he says that she looked more elegant; 30 both were 
decked with a domed-cabin. He adds: 



23 Ibn Wasil 1953-1960, III: 202-3: see also Abu 1-Fida' 1840: 242; Ibn al-Athir 
1965, III: 193. 

24 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 116-7; idem, 1958-2000, II: 336-7. 

25 Ibn al-Athir 1965, III: 193. 

26 See Yule & Burnell 1994: 827. 
2 ' Lane 1984, II: 1496. 

28 Also 'ushshdn, 'ushariyya or 'ushrawi. 

29 Ibn Khallikan 1842-1871, I: 299. 

30 Al-Baghdadl nd., 54. 
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Illustration 73 A river boat furnished with an elevated cabin 
(courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Ms 1 970, 30 1 . 1 , fol. 1 8v) 

These types [of boats] are made for the use of the kings and nobles. 
The lord who embarks on one of these, reclines on his cushion and has 
around him people of his social circle. . . . 

\ ill ' in niuluk wa-l-ru'asa' bi-haythu yakunu l-ra'is jalisan fi 

wisadatihi wa-khawassuhu hawlahu.. .]. 31 

Other details are that the wooden cabin had small windows and a door 
overlooking the river; it was decorated with lively colours and inside 
the cabin there was a water closet. 32 Gildemeister assumes that they 
were small flat-bottomed craft with a sharp pointed bow and stern and 



Unci. 
Ibid. 
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a very low freeboard. 33 There existed different types of this beautifully 
furnished gondola during the Fatimid dynasty (297-567/909-1171): 
al-MaqrlzI (d. 846/1442) provides us with information on their size, 
weight and function as well as costs; 34 these included names such as 
daymds and dukasa; larger ones were given names according to the colour 
they were painted such as ahmar (red), asfar (yellow), dhahabT (golden), 
fiddl silver;, and lazwardi (sky-blue). 35 

The tayyar 

The tayyar or tayyara (pi tayyarat), recorded by Abu 1-Qasim al-Baghdadl 
(fl. 3rd/9th c) and al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c), 36 
functioned as a pleasure and funeral boat for the royal court but also 
served as a ferry and transport boat on both the Mesopotamian rivers. 37 
The name tayyar comes from Arabic tar "to fly", 3!i perhaps an indication 
that she was light and swift. 

Ibn Miskawayh (d. 421/1030) reports that when Abu Abd Allah 
al-Barldl and his entourage entered Baghdad in 329/940, he was met 
by the vizier and his court officials on tayyar?, and other river boats. 39 
Other sources record her as a leisure boat for diplomats, or for feast 
days, or just for the use of the common people of Baghdad, who cruised 
down the river on Fridays. 40 During the Caliphate of Mu'tadid bi-llah 
(279-289/892-902), we are told by al-Sabl, that a number of boat- 
men made a good living from ferrying passengers on the tayyar} 1 We 
also learn from Arlb b. Sa'd al-Qurtubl, that the vizier Ibn Khaqan in 
299/911-2 used to travel to his residence at the Shamasiyya Gate in 



33 Gildemeister 1882: 438. 

34 Al-MaqrlzI 1911-1924, I: 469, 471-4, 475-9, 482-3; II: 154-5; see also Gilde- 
meister 1882: l;S(>: Kindcrmami 1934: 22; al-Nukhayli 1974: 96-7. 

35 Al-MaqrlzI 1911-1924, I: 469, 478-9; see also al-Nukhayll 1974: 69-70. 

36 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 31; De Goeje 1879: 231. 

37 See al-Tanukhl 1391-1392/1971 1972, 1: 26: II: 83; IV: 1 84 but also al-Nukhayll 
1974: 93. fn. 43. 

38 Lane 1984, II: 1903. 

39 Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, II: 14-15. 

40 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, VII: 173, 176; VIII: 43. 55. 94-5; IX: 150; X: 38; Ibn 
Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, I: 24. 74, 92. 97, 219, 235. 261. 371-2, 412-3; 
II: 14-15, 112, 144, 245; al-Masudi 1346/1927, II: 530. 511: al-Snli 1935: 122-3, 
139, 280; al-Tanukhl 1375/1955: 407-8: al-Sabl 1958: 46-7, 60-1. 215, 302, 393-4; 
al-Shabushtl 1386/1966: 272; see also Kindermann 1934: 60-1; al-Nukhayll 1974: 
93, fn. 43. 

41 Al-Sabl 1958: 24. 
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this skiff 42 There is one reference to the Nile tayyar,* 3 otherwise it has 
always been understood to be a Mesopotamian type. 44 

The sumayriyya and zahzzb 

Two other royal river boats were the sumayriyya and the zabzab. For 
the funeral of Ibn Muayyid al-Dawla in 375/985, the caliph TaT 
(363-381/974-991) went on board a boat, followed by court officials 
and Quran readers on boats called zabzab (pi zabazib or zabzabiyyat) 
[s.v.]. 45 On the 3rd October of each year, so the historian al-Shabushti 
(d. 388/998) informs us, the people of Baghdad gathered to celebrate 
St. Ashmun's day. They went to the feast by boats, crossing the Tigris 
in sumayriyyas, tayyan and zabzab%, where they enjoyed themselves play- 
ing music and games and in eating and dinking. 46 The sumayriyya (pi 
sumayriyyat) served as a ferry on this occasion, 47 but is more usually 
known as a pleasure boat probably manned by two rowers, mentioned 
often in connection with royal circles. 48 

The zabzab was used by the caliph and his courtiers as well as high 
functionaries. 49 In 379/989, the funeral cortege carrying the body of 
the late Buyid Sharaf al-Dawla Shlrzil (376-379/987-989) was attended 
by the Baghdadi population; the new caliph Baha 5 al-Dawla Firuz 
(379-403/989-1012) formed the head of the procession on board a 
tayyar followed by the Turkish and non-Turkish chamberlains on zab- 
zabs, dressed in black and carrying swords and girdles. 50 Some of these 
zabzabs may have had cabins for the royal and court officials; Mu'izz 
al-Dawla Ahmad (334-356/945-967) entered Baghdad in 345/956 
through the Shamasiyya Gate in an uncovered zabzab so that the people 
on the shore could see him. 51 The name zabzab is unusual; it might be 
related to the River Zab near Mosul. 



42 'Arlb 1897: 37. 

4:5 Ibn Said 1953, I: 8 

44 See on this subject al-Azdl 1902: 107. 

45 Al-Rudhrawarl 1920-1921, III: 123-4. 

46 Al-Shabushs 1386/1966: 46. 

47 Al-Sabl 1958: 24; al-ShabushS 1386/1966: 44, and 46; see also Ibn Miskawayh 
1332 1333/1914-1915. II: 352-3. 

48 Al-Shabushtl 1966: 46-7; al-Tanukhl 1391-1392/1971-1972, I: 350. 

49 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, IX: 150; X: 4; al-Rudhrawarl 1920-1921, III: 85, 106, 
123-4, 130-1, 148, 152, 168, 240, 274; see also al-Nukhayll 1974: 56. 

50 Al-Rudhrawan 1920-1921, III: 152. 

51 Ibn Miskawavh 1332-1333/1914-1915, II: 165. 
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The Fulimid qurqfir a 

Lastly, the qurqur(a) (pi qaraqTr); it is clear from al-Maqrlzl's report that 
one of her functions was leisure and entertainment. He tells us that 
the traditional festival of the "Day of the Nile Inundation" (wqfa' 
al-Nil) celebrated by the Fatimid caliphs was an unforgettable event; 
the banks of the River Nile in the Fustat area was full of people who 
embarked on some one thousand qurqurs. 52 There is no information to 
suggest whether this type of vessel is one and the same as that which 
I discussed in Chapter 10. 



The trading river vessel 

Many of the river types mentioned by medieval writers were mostly 
barges with oars, although some may have been propelled by sails. 
The zanbariyya (pi zanbariyyai) employed on the Mesopotamian rivers 
is said to have been "a large and heavy vessel"; 53 she is defined by the 
lexicographer al-Jawhari (d. 393/1002-3) as a "bellied vessel", 54 an 
indication that she had lots of space for cargo. Another construction 
feature was her projecting stempost; in the following proverb al-Tabarl 
in 67/724 records the people of Basra saying: 

Al-Mus'ab conditioned us to pulling hawsers 
and the zanbariyyai, with a protruding bow 

| mchridnd I -Mus' ab jarra l-qalsi 
wa-l-zanbariyydti l-tiwali l-qu'si]. 55 

From this saying it is possible to infer that the vessels were big as it 
required labour imposed by the governor Mus'ab b. al-Zubayr (lst/7th c) 
to tow them. Due to their flat-bottomed structure, they were used as 
pontoons, according to al-Tawhidi (d. after 399/1008-9), who writes: 



52 Al-MaqrizI 1957-1973, I: 476-7. 

53 Ibn Slda 1893-1903, X: 26; al-Zabldl 1972, XI: 454; see also Lane 1984, I: 
1256. 

54 Al-Jawhari 1984, II: 667; see al-Zabldl 1967, III: 1869: see also Gildemeister 
1882: 439. 

55 Al-Taban 1965, VIII (ii): 724. 
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I was standing on a bridge of zanbariyyas on the east side (the Tigris | ? ] 
and the pilgrims emcring with iheir camels I bucking the width of the 

[kuntu qd'iman 'aid zanbariyyat al-jisr JT l-jdnib al-sharqi wa-l-hujjdj yadkhuluna 
lai-jinidlulutin \addal aril al-jisr . . . ]."' 

Iraq stood at a crossroads for pilgrims coming from the north and east 
of the province and these boats were placed on both rivers. They were 
also known as "the bridge of ships of Baghdad, which people and 
animals used to cross from one shore to the other". 57 



Coastal boats and lifeboats 



The falu, kundura, sandal, talawwa, tarrada and zawraq 

Several small boat-types emerge in geography and travel Arabic lit- 
erature such as: a) the falu, a ship's boat used in the context of India, 
the name may be related to pulwah or pulwar, a boat of the Bengali 
rivers; 58 (b) the kundura (pi kanddir) noted by Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 
or 779/1377): approaching one of the Maldive Islands, the crew and 
the merchants of the ship he boarded on were picked up in a kundura 
as they laid anchor near the coast; 59 c) the sandal (pi sanddil), known 
in Persian and Turkish languages 60 and defined as "a small boat in 
the service of a large ship . . .", 61 the popular etymology being that her 
appearance was similar to a kind of foot-wear."- a sandal I .at. sandalum 
< Gr. odvScAov); and d) talawwa 6 '* is said to come from the verb to/a, 
yatlu "to follow" so by extension a boat "follow [ing] larger ships". 64 
This is possible but this sort of etymology has its pitfalls because the 



56 See Zayyat 1919: 336-7; see also Kindermann 1934: 36. 

57 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 127v, see also Gildemeister 1882: 439; Kindermann 
1934: 36 and al-Nukhayll 1974: 58. 

58 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 27; see also Yule & Burnell 1994: 737. 

59 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 119; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 826. 

60 See Steingass 1977: 701; Zenker 1979: 574. 

61 Al-Zabldl 1997, XXIX: 233. Vullers (cited by Kindermann, probably on the 
authority of al-Zabldl), lists it as "an auxiliary boai/supply ship" \na\ /<;/»«/ minus rum.-, 
ope aqua, aliirieida t/iaet/ue res ueee\:ai \ Kind m nil 1934:55. 

62 Al-Zabldl 1997, XXIX: 233. 

63 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 25-6; see also al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32. 

64 Ibn Manzur nd., I: 444. 
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term in question does not necessarily represent what it appears to be, a 
derivation from a root-verb or noun could be misleading. I shall discuss 
such semantic issues of ship terminology in Chapter 13. 

Tarradas (pi tara'id or tararid) served as shore boats. Portuguese 
accounts and the HadramI chronicles of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries are our main source for the Indian Ocean tarrada (Port terada). 
They apply this craft-term to any coastal boat or rowing boat: 65 some 
were stitched with coir; 66 others had nailed planks. Duarte Barbosa 
(d. 1521) reports that "sweet water [wa]s conveyed to Ormus [the 
island]" in these small craft. 67 The HadramI chronicles too designate 
the name to an open skiff used by the Ottoman Turks in the ports of 
Aden and Shihr between the years 938-948/ 153 1-1541— 2. 68 Other Por- 
tuguese sources mention tarradas in the context of war boats, equipped 
with guns carrying archers 69 (see Chapter 12). 

The classical type is the zawraq (pi zawariq or zawariq), which often 
occurs as a skiff, well known in the Islamic world, whose name and 
function is still alive in the Arab world today. They were indespensible 
boats, used on the Mesopotamian rivers and canals as well as coastal 
boats; al-Istakhrl (fl. c. 340/951-2) and Ibn Hawqal (fl. c. 367/977-8) 
report having seen countless zawraqs near Basra 70 and al-Tabarl 
(d. 310/922-3) frequently mentions them in this region. 71 Al-Idrisi 
(d. c. 560/1165) tells us that at the mouth of the River Tigris there 
were a number of posts at which sea wardens kept watch and that 
they ferried back and forth passengers from the ship to the shore on 
zawraqs; he also tells us that mariners voyaged from Sumatra (Ranj 
Islands) on zawraqs and small ships. 72 In the fifth voyage of Sindbad 
the Sailor the people of the City of the Apes embarked in zawraqs and 
ships and passed the night upon the open sea as they were frightened 
of the apes who inhabited the mountains. 73 



65 CDRAD— Portuguese Archives, AHU, Conselho Ultramarino, COD 501, ft 
96v-98, 169-170v [1646]; see also Agius 1999: 184-5. 

66 CDRAD — Portuguese Archives, Fragmentos, Cx, 4-Documentos da India M"l, 
no. 68 [1532]. 

67 Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 75-6. 

68 Serjeant 1974: 57, 61, 66, 105. 

69 Comnientann 1875 1880 I 105; see also IV 53, 115, 192-3. 

70 Al-Istakhrl 1870: 80: lbn Hawqal 1873: 159. 

71 Al-Tabart 1965, XI ;m): 1168; XIII (iv): 2074. 

72 Al-Idrtsl 1994, I: 61, 385. 

73 Alf layla wa-layla nd., Ill: 137-8. 
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An early Mediterranean type had a particular use in warfare activ- 
ites (see Chapter 12). The name zawraq has been traced to Persian. 74 
Although the nomenclature bears a resemblance to the modern Musan- 
dam name zawraka, it is not possible to say if the medieval type had 
any similarity to the hull design of the modern vessel, a double-ender 
with a pointed stemhead and a long upright sternpost. 75 



The pearl-diving dunij 

A coastal vessel and lifeboat known to early Medieval Islamic authors 
is the diinij (pi dawany), the earliest record coming from the story-teller 
Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009) in connection with sea adventures 
in India, Sri Lanka and East Africa. 7b 

During the pearl-fishing season dunijes served as diving vessels in the 
Bahrain region; al-ldrlsl reports: 

Each merchant hired a number of pearldivers and the whole flotilla, 
numbering more than 200 diinij, leaves the port. 

\iai-akrii knll lalluil win td-lujiir sdkilitilui win id-ghmca-ii.sTn Iduimju min id-madTim 
ji trjd min wa'atay dunij]. 77 

These dunijes must have been of a medium size, propelled by oars and 
sails. It is difficult from the above to guess how many divers each dunij 
could carry for their size varied, but an estimate of 10 to 20 persons 
is possible for, according to al-Idrlsi, the dunij was designed with 5 to 6 
cabins; each cabin was for a merchant and his divers. 78 The origin of 
the boat-term is probably Persian, duni "a long swift vessel"; 79 perhaps 
the most recent term, dumeh, used in Bahrain for a small boat and dumi 
shird' at Masirah Island for a sail-powered vessel 80 could be traced to 
dunij. Or is dunij connected with Hindi denga/ donga "small boat" (cf. Ur 
donga/ dongi "a very small boat"; > Eng dinghy)?^ 



74 Al-JawallqT 1969: 17:5. 

73 Sec other details about this boat in Agius 2002: 107-9; 136, 176, 183-4. 

76 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 37, 43-4, 51-3, 61, 86, 147, 167, 191 and 196 
(note); see also al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32. 

77 Al-Idrtsi 1994, I: 388. 

78 Ibid. 

79 Steingass 1977: 547. 

80 Agius 2002: 43. 

81 Qureshi c. 1970: 329; see also Agius 1984: 135. 
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The versatile 'ushari 

The 'ushdri, which was mentioned earlier, also functioned as a coastal 
boat, picking up passengers or merchandise from the ship laid at 
anchor near the coast or carrying people across from the bank or shore. 
Very often the 'ushdri served as a supply boat, sloop or a lifeboat for 
larger ships. They had a shallow draught. We are told by al-Nuwayri 
1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th c.) that an 'ushdri in the context of the Medi- 
terranean was equipped with 10 oars and that some were propelled 
by 20 oars. 82 Apart from functioning as ferry-boats they were used to 
transport barrels of oil. 83 

Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377), narrating a story about a 
shipwreck, writes that in 732/1331-2 he intended to board a ship that 
was bound for Quseir on the northern Egyptian Red Sea coast but after 
having inspected her, he decided not to board the ship. His suspicions 
proved correct for as it happened, he tells us, the ship foundered; some 
merchants and her captain escaped in the 'ushdri, but many including 
seventy pilgrims, lost their lives. 84 One other incident recounted by him 
presents an entertaining picture. At Goga in Southwest India he went on 
an 'ushdri which got stuck in the mud during the low tide; he relates: 

when we sank into the mud I was leaning upon two of my companions, 
and the men of the place gave me to fear the turn of the tide before I 
should reach it, since 1 was not a good swimmer. . . . 

\l(ii)ii)ul ntrjdndjf I-iaihl alaiatkkd 'aid ra/itlarn nun ashulri lat-klunciailanT l-nd.\ 
min wusul ul nu It/ If c< irhd lai-and la til ii , ''Inn ] 

A very vivid image of Ibn Battuta whose fears about the sea and being 
on boats and ships are well noted throughout his diaries. However, my 
concern here is the application of the boat-term known to the Mediter- 
ranean traveller and transposing it with a type familiar to Indians most 
likely under a different name, a subject I shall discuss in Chapter 13. 

The use of 'ushdrTs as ferry-boats on the Nile and the Tigris is well 
documented during the Fatimid and Mamluk periods in Egypt and 



82 UAFAL (Berlin! Ms 667, fol. 124r; sec al-Nukhayll 1974: 95. 

83 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 235. 

84 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 251; idem, 1958-2000, II: 413. 

85 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 61: idem. 1958-2000, IV: 800. 
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Abbasid Iraq. 86 Most of the medieval sources, particularly the Genizah 
letters, indicate that the 'ushan was a cargo vessel most prevalent on the 
Nile. 87 Some of the information also points out that the 'ushan sailed 
on the open sea: reports include the shipping of flax, textiles and wax 
from Alexandria to Fustat (a. 1048, 1050, 1062); 88 other shipments 
of goods were sent from Tripoli to Fustat. How large this vessel was 
is not known though it seems, that the shipments were not of large 
quantity. In Siculo Arabic documents, she is described as "large ship" 
and a "tunny-fish boat". 89 

Tracing the origins of the name 'ushan is difficult, though the nomen- 
clature, perhaps not the type and function, is found in several western 
sources: usceri, uscerio, uscenus, usseria, scien and uxenum (a. 1286, 1294). 90 
The root of the word sh. r.l is connected with "ten"; it might refer 
to the general size of the vessel which carried 10 rowers though, as 
mentioned above, al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI, speaks of one with 20 
rowers. 



The sunbuq: a versatile craft 

The sunbuq (pi sanabiq) is a well known vessel of the Indian Ocean; a 
versatile craft, performing different functions and which came in all 
sizes. The Persian lexicographer Tabrlzl described her as a small ship 
constructed in the shape of a horseshoe, 91 which may be interpreted 
as a ship with a round-shape stern. According to the lexicographer 
al-Jawallql (d. 539/1144) she had a "curved bow", 92 a feature that 
seems to have been perpetuated in modern sanbilqs which until recent 
times were characterized by a low, curved, scimitar-shaped stempiece 93 
(illustrations 74 & 75). 



86 See for example al-Balawi 1358/1939: 291; al-Tanukhl 1375/1955, 1: 158; al-Sabl 
1958: 24; al-Shabushtl 1386/1966: 45. 

87 Goitein 1999, 1: 295, 305, 309, 320, 322, 345. 

88 TS 8, J20, fol. 2; TS 10, J15, fol. 15; TS 13. J16, fol. 19; TS 13, J17, fol. 1; see 
Gottheil & Worrel 1927: 22; Goitein 1999, I: 295, 305, 322. 

89 Agius 1996: 291, 336. 

90 See Ahrweiler 1966: 414-5; Fahmy 1966: 150; Christides 1984b: 46; Agius 1996: 
291, 336. 

91 Tabrlzl 1982, II: 1170; see also Shir 1980: 95. 

92 Al-JawallqT 1361/1942: 177. 

93 For details on the modern sanbuq family, see Agius 2002: 77-83. 
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Illustration 75 The curved stem above the waterline of a recent Red Sea 
sanbuq (after Howarth 1977: 53) 
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The historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1441-2) claims that during the 
third/ ninth century the Tulunid war fleet employed sunbiiqs. 9 * In what 
capacity they were used we are not told, but his report seems to imply 
that Red Sea sunbiiqs which are known to have existed in his time 
and some, until recently, sailed to the West Indian coast. Al-Khafajl 
(d. 1069/1658-9) attributed them to the people of Hijaz. 95 As early 
as the fourth/tenth century, the sunbuq was known to have plied the 
waters of the Indian Ocean and sailed as far as China, reports Buzurg 
b. Shahriyar (d. 399/ 1009). 96 If this is so then she would have been a 
large vessel with perhaps 200 to 300-ton weight capacity. 

One general use of sunbuq as a coastal boat was noted by Ibn 
Battuta. In a journey from Zeila on the Somali coast to Mogadishu, 
he recounts: 

it is a custom of the people of the town that, when a vessel reaches the 
anchorage, the sunbiiqs, which are small boats come out to it. 

[wa-min 'dda ahl hadhihi 1-madTna annahu mata wasal markab ila l-mai sd las ad 



Customs officers also came out in sunbuqs to collect port taxes while 
inspectors made inquiries about the ship, her owner, her cargo etc. 98 
In another voyage to Zafar (Salalah today) Ibn Battuta narrates that 
when a ship from India or elsewhere put in at the port, 

the sultan's slaves go down to the shore, and come out to the ship in 
a {sunbuq), carrying with them a complete set of robes ... for the rubbdn 
[s.v] , . . . the kirani [s.v] .... 

[kharqja 'abidu l-sultdn ila l-sahil wa-sa'idu fi sunbuq ila l-markab wa-ma'ahum 
al-kiswa l-kdmila.. . lil-ruhhdn — wa-lil-kirdni. . .]." 

The captain and crew were then taken to the shore and a horse was pro- 
vided for each of them; so they mounted the horse and in procession 
proceeded to the sultan's residence with the sound of drums and 
trumpets. 10 " 



! " Al-Maqrizi 1 270/ 1 85:5. II: 180. 

95 Al-Khafajl 1282/186.1: 118; and the 1 2th/ 18th century lexicographer al-Zabldl 
(1989, XXV: 177-9), citing an earlier source, claims that she was a Yemenite vessel 



built locally. 

96 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 190. 

97 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 181; idem, 1958-2000, II: 374. 

98 Ibid, 1968, II: 183; 1958-2000, II: 375. 

99 Ibid, 1968, II: 198; 1958-2000, II: 383. 

100 Ibid, 1968, II: 198; 1958-2000, II: 383-4. 
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Illustration 76 The city of Calicut with Portuguese caravels and sambuchos 
(CA sunbuq) in the harbour (after Danvers 1894, I: 182) 

In Basra, Ibn Battuta informs us that the sailors of a sunbuq "row 
standing up". 101 To report such an experience suggests that elsewhere 
the normal practice was the sitting position otherwise Ibn Battuta 
would have not bothered to comment on it. It must be said, however, 
that rowing standing up was and is still a well-known practice in many 
places around the world. 102 

Other mention of sunbuq comes from the Hadrami and the Portu- 
guese sources. 103 When close to the East African coast, Vasco da Gama 
(d. 1524) and his crew, sighted one of these craft laden with pigeon's 
dung; it is said that "[the locals] were transporting it as it was 



101 Ibid., 1968, II: 17; 1958-2000, II: 281. 

102 See for example the Maqamat illustration showing three rowers in a standing 
position, BN-Ms 5847, fol. 119v. 

103 p or tne Hadrami chronicles see Serjeant 1974: 58, 69; for the Portuguese sources 
see CDRAD /Portuguese Archives, ANTT, Mucleo Antigo, 592, ff. 2-5v [1522]; Com- 
mentaries 1875-1884, I: 62, 93, 252-3; Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 7, 9. 
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merchandise with which they dyed stuffs". 104 It is also said that the 
sunbilqs at Mozambique carried sails of matting. 105 The ship-term the 
Portuguese used was sambucho or zambuco. As for crossing the sea in 
safety, the author of the Commentaries reports that their caravels "were 
guided by small or large sunbilqs", 106 which were described as undecked 
and having no nails, 107 the latter a feature, recurring in the writings 
of medieval Europeans and Arabs (see Chapter 5). Only Ludovico di 
Varthema (fl. 1 6th c) describes the Red Sea sunbuq as a "flat-bottomed 
vessel". 108 Considering the expeditionary role that the fifteenth or six- 
teenth-century Portuguese caravel played in the Western Indian Ocean 
it is not known why Muslim authors failed to mention or describe 
this craft. Images of contemporary Portuguese ships are evidence of 
their ubiquity in Indian Ocean harbours (illustration 76). The caravel's 
construction features such as the plain transom stern, the lofty poop 
broadened by a quarter gallery found their way into the building of 
the Arabian baghla [s.v] and ghanja [s.v] and the Indian kotia [s.v] of 
the nineteenth and twentieth century 109 (illustrations 77 & 78). 

Several attempts have been made to derive the name sunbuq from 
the Greek name, oa|ifK)K£ (sambuke) ll{) or the Latin sambuka, but more 
convincing is the argument that it comes from Persian through Middle 
Persian *sambuk (> Neo Per sunbuk). 111 It is possible that the Greek ship- 
term oa|i(3iJKr| developed through contacts with the Red Sea and Indian 
Ocean thus adapting the Persian sunbuk, 11 ' 1 the source of which may 
be traced to Sanskrit gambuka, 113 or Malay sampan. ui We find cognates 
of her name in Mehri, Hadrami and Amharic (sambuq), and Tigre 
(sembuk). 115 I can, therefore, conclude that the name of this craft is a 
universal type used in the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and across the 
Indian Ocean from East Africa to as far as China. 



104 Three Voyages of Vasco da (lama 1869: 75-6, 79, 80, 109. 

105 Ibid, 80. 

106 Commentmus 1875-1884, IV: 206. 

107 [As naos, ou zambucos, em que naveyivau <\l< Momvx m-m I'mhav aiberla, iii'iii pm><ultim\, 
ibid, I: 29. 

108 Travels of Ludovico di Varthema 1863: 154. 

109 Agius 2002: 134. 

110 Anastas al-Kirmill 1900: 68. 

111 See al-Jawallql 1969: 177-9; Tabriz! 1982. II: 1170; see also Glidden 1942: 71. 

112 Shir 1980: 95. 

113 De Landberg 1920-1942, III: 1986-7, fn. 1. 

114 Kindermann 1934: 43. 

115 De Landberg 1920-1942, III: 1985-6, fn. 1; Glidden 1942: 71; Serjeant places 
the ship-term with a Southern Arabian origin; see also Stone 1985: 125, fn. 106. 
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Illustrations 77 & 78 (Left) The Kuwaiti baghla 1950s (courtesy of the Semitics 
Photo Archives at Leeds University) and (right) a wall painting of an Omani 
ghanja, Sur 1996 (photo author), both distinguished by a square galleon-shape 
stern and a high poop, features of the sixteenth-century European ships 



One other type similar to the sunbuq is the jahdzi (also known asjahdz), 
a cargo vessel, 116 mentioned by al-ldnsl (d. 548/1154). The mission- 
ary Friar Odoric in 1321 reports having boarded one of these vessels 
heading for Tana (today Mumbai), 117 whose planks were sewn together. 
She was also noted by Ibn Majid (d. after 906/ 1500), 118 but I seem 
to lose track of her after his time. In modern times we have an East 
African dhow by the name of jahdzi. It is difficult to say whether the 
name and type are related to the medieval vessel though Prins suggested 
that a prototype had slightly different bows and a somewhat curved 
cutwater. 119 A modern jahdzi serves as a cargo ship and shares common 
characteristics with the Yemenite and Hadrami curved stemed-sanbiiq. 1 ' 20 
Jahdzis were reported to have sailed from East Africa to Oman and as 
far as Khasab, the old commercial harbour of the Musandam Penin- 
sula, which until fairly recentiy was the centre of the frankincense and 
myrrh trade in the Northern Gulf. 121 East African j/i/i/rjs si ill Iransporl 
mangrove poles to Arabia. 



116 See Dozy 1967, I: 228. 

117 Cathay and the Way Thither 1866, II: 113. 

118 Ibn Majid 1981: 261, fn. 89. 

119 Prins 1965: 75. 

120 Hawkins 1977: 79. 

121 See Agius 2002: 97: lor further details on die East African jahdzi see 96-98; also 
Agius 2005a: 72-6. 
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Although the word may be related to the Arabic root lj.h.z-1 there 
is no historical-linguistic evidence to suggest that this is so. No classi- 
cal or modern Arabic dictionaries list this name. An attempt to derive 
the nomenclature from jahaz, meaning "equipment or fittings" or 
"tackle /rigging" could only be accidental. 122 It seems clear to me that 
the nomenclature stems from the Persian jahaz, a word for "ship". 123 



/ // i/-jalb 

The jalba (pljildb ovjalbat) was a well-known Red Sea cargo and pil- 
grim vessel. Al-Nuwayri 1-Iskandaram (fl. 8th/ 1 4th c) claims that she 
belongs to the Indian waters too. 124 I could not place the name in 
any classical and medieval lexica; I traced it through the word jalab 
which means "a thing . . . driven or brought, from one country or town 
to another ... for the purpose of traffic", 125 which possibly meant the 
transport of animals (camels, sheep or goats), captives or slaves and 
merchandise from one coastal town to another; hence the ship that 
carried them was called jalba. 

The earliest mention of a jalba comes from Buzurg b. Shahriyar 
(d. 399/1009) who retells a story narrated to him by a sea captain 
'Imran al-A'raj: In 325/936 'Imran set sail from Oman to Jeddah 
in company of ships from Aden, Ghalafiqa and Athar. A fierce gale 
broke and a newly constructed jalba from Ghalafiqa "[was] driven by 
the wind and waves on to a reef, and capsize [d]" [wa-qad tarahatha l-rih 
wa-l-amwci] al ubal lir iva-iiarjihil al-ai /mini a tjnqalabat]. 1 ' 26 

'Imran continues that he saw the passengers thrown into the sea and 
the ship swallowed up. The point he was making about the story was 
that the jalba was a "magnificent new vessel" [jalba jadida hasana] and 
that "no one was saved" [fa- ma sidiina ininlul aliad].™ Of all the vessels 
Buzurg mentions in his stories the jalba figures only once. 

Cargo-jalbas trading goods in the Red Sea are recorded in the 
Genizah letters, one such is from a certain merchant Samuel ben 



122 See Kindermann 1934: 21. 

123 Steingass 1977: 380; see also Mahir 1967: 338. 

124 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 247. 

125 Lane 1984, I: 440. 

126 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1883-1886: 93-4; idem, 1981: 54. 

127 Ibid. 
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Abraham ben al-Majjanl stationed in Aden, who in a letter to his busi- 
ness colleague, Abu Zikri in Cairo, informs him of an incident that 
happened to him at Dahlak Island. His jalba was sailing on to Aden 
when she was intercepted by a number of jalbas under the order of 
the ruler of Dahlak. 128 The jalba was carrying a merchandise of cloth 
for which the interceptors, knowing that the cargo could fetch a good 
price, made "unreasonable demands" of the crew and merchants. So 
after a struggle they plundered the ship and took the goods away; they 
let the crew and passengers go but the Muslims accompanying the 
Jewish traders on board were injured. 

During the hajj season Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) reports that pil- 
grim-jalbas crossed the Red Sea from Aidhab to Jeddah, back and 
forth. Aidhab was considered to be "one of the most frequented ports 
of the world, because of the ships of India and Yemen that sail to 
and from it", so we are told. 129 It was the closest point of crossing so 
many pilgrims every year poured into this port coming from mainland 
Africa, Egypt and Sudan. Ibn Jubayr is perhaps the only traveller who 
had so much to tell us about the jalba. Apart from his interest in the 
construction features of this boat where he noticed that her planks 
were sewn with cotton rope (see Chapter 5), his attention was turned 
to the bad treatment pilgrims received from jalba owners. He arrived 
in Aidhab from Egypt in 579/1 183 and like many other pilgrims he 
waited at the harbour to catch the ferry. He could not believe what 
he saw. He writes: 

[Shipowners] load the jilab with [pilgrims] until they sit one on top of 
the other so that they are like chickens crammed in a coop. 

[. . .yashhanw i I 1 1 in aid had . . .ka-annahd aqjas 

al-dajaj al-mamlu } a]. m 

No doubt these conditions increased the danger of losing one's life in the 
frequent storms which the Red Sea is prone to because of the northerly 
prevailing winds. As the Egyptian historian al-Maqrizi (d. 846/ 1 442) 
remarked, there were more of those who perished in the sea of Aidhab 
than any other anchoring-places in the Red Sea. 131 He adds the cynical 



See Margariti 2007: 166-7. 

Ibn Jubayr 1952: 63. 

Ibn Jubayr nd., 65; idem, 1952: 65. 

Al-MaqrlzI 2002, I: 551. 
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Illustration 79 Pilgrim boats atjeddah 1930 (afer Van Der Meulen 
1957: 118) 

comment that the only objective of the shipowners was "deriving] 
incalculable benefits from the pilgrims" 132 (illustration 79). 

I can only guess at the size of these cargo jalbas through the notes 
of the Jesuit Jeronimo Lobo (d. 1678). 133 In terms of size he compares 
her with the Alfama lateen-rigged caravel (latino). We also learn from 
his diary that the jalba did not "venture in the open sea"; 134 she had 
one or two masts, light and manoeuvrable in places where there were 
dangerous shoals. 135 Some jalbas were large enough to carry a number 
of camels from Jeddah to Yemen. 136 

Smaller/a/fozs noted by the Portuguese sources were employed to scout 
around the shores of the Red Sea. In one of his expeditions on the 



132 Ibid. 

133 Itinerant) of Jerommo Lobo 1981: 107. 

134 Ibid., 109. 

135 Ibid., 107. 

136 Ibn Battuta 1968, I: 158; idem, 1958-2000, II: 361; see also Dozy 1967, I: 
204. 
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African coast, De Albuquerque (d. 151 5) instructed his seamen to cap- 
ture a jalba in order to reconnoitre the land; in a letter to King Manuel 
(1469-1521) on 4 December 1513 he gives the following report: 

Returning to Kamaran for the second time, and having decided to make 
ready to sail in August, I determined to send the caravel out to sea to 
try to get njelba [jalba], in order to obtain some news of the land, for 
throughout the whole year the strait is navigated by these small rowing or 
saHingjelbas. I ordered her to try to reach the island of Dalaca [Dahlak] 
and Meeua | Masaua], and I gave her a pilot from the same land. And 
with this I did not mean more than to send Joao Gomes in the caravel 
to spend some days discovering land throughout this strait wherever he 
could. He managed so well that he reached the island of Dahlak and 
some islands near it, where there are pearl fisheries. . . , 137 

An interesting piece of information which gives an idea of the way the 
Portuguese were operating in this region and their intention to occupy 
strategic ports. De Albuquerque adds that the locals had known for 
some days of the Portuguese entry through the strait of Bab el-Mandeb. 
The people of the coast, reports De Albuquerque, did not come out to 
greet them, there was an eerie silence "nor did birds light on the sea, 
so stupefied was the Red Sea with [their] arrival". 138 It is to be borne 
in mind that the letter, being addressed to the king, had to demonstrate 
the heroism of the Portuguese expedition to the Red Sea in order to 
justify his military and financial support. 

It was not the first time that De Albuquerque sent officials to gather 
intelligence; Ruy Galvao and Joao Gomes were dispatched to Zeila 
on the Somali coast to observe "the nature of the place, and of its 
people and its trade". 139 The caravel that scouted in the strait of Bab 
el-Mandeb in June-July 1513 was commanded by Joao Gomes. On 
this occasion it was clear that the Portuguese wanted to reconnoitre 
the land in a. jalba rather than conspicuously using one of their skiffs. 
Two important things mentioned in the letter quoted above were that 
(lie boat was light and swift and operated by oar and/or sail, and from 
the context, it is possible to deduce that these craft were in service dur- 
ing the pearl-fishing season. The Portuguese must have found the jalba 
practical to use in their expeditions: when De Albuquerque and his 
aides arrived in Qalhat from Hormuz in 1507, they came with their 



137 Cartas 1884-1935, I: 220-1; Suma Oriental 1944. I: lxxxv. 

138 Cartas 1884-1935, I: 220-1. 

139 Commentaries 1875-1884, IV: 55. 
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caravels and six jalbas; the latter they carried on board their ships and 
used them at the port. 140 

To conclude: the nomenclature of vessel-types I have discussed in this 
chapter tells us little about river and sea craft as such: their names 
are arbitrary and sometimes bear no relation to the size or shape of 
the hull. However, the names are historically important in terms of the 
sources and their relevance to the period in which they are reported. 
Some of the river boats were barges transporting stone, cargo, people 
and animals; others were built as ceremonial state vessels used in the 
royal court circles and for entertainment. 

The hajj played an enormous role in sea-borne trade. Every year, the 
seasonal voyage brought cargo-passenger ships from the Red Sea, East 
Africa, the Persian Gulf, India and from the countries of the Eastern 
Indian Ocean. Many pilgrims were merchants, and for some long- 
distance pilgrims their voyage to Mecca was perhaps a once in a lifetime 
opportunity, not only to sell their goods and pay for their journey but 
also to establish agencies for future trade from their home town at the 
various stops on the way. 

It is clear from our Arabic sources that the two most common cargo 
ships used in the Early and Middle Islamic periods were the sunbuq 
and the jalba: the sunbuq has been for centuries until present times the 
universal trading ocean-going vessel; the cargo-passenger jalba, on the 
other hand, was smaller but indispensable in the Red Sea due to her 
shallow draft. 

Although information on ordinary river boats and sea-going vessels 
is generally lacking in Early and Medieval Islamic sources, historians 
took much more of an interest in listing and describing war vessels; 
albeit wanting in detail, their information is helpful for the maritime 
historian and boat/ship typologist. In the following chapter (Chapter 1 2) 
I shall look at war and transport vessels and discuss their background 
in the realm of Classical and Medieval Islam. 



140 The purpose of their mission was supposedly to make peace with the Qalhatis 
but what happened after this is not clear for, as it appears, the Portuguese chronicles 
ignored the peace initiative proposed bv (lie Oulhali vizier, see Aubin 1971, I: 116. 
Originally, when the Portuguese left Qalhat for Hormuz on 22 August 1507, they 
departed on good terms, but things must have changed for a year later, around 24 
August 1508, they returned to Qalhat, sacked the town and burnt the ships in the 
harbour, CDRAD— Portuguese Archives, ANTT, cc. 1-7-56 (1508), letter from De 
Albuquerque to Francisco de Almeida. The letter also includes a description of the 
conquest of Qalhat, Quriyat, Muscat. Sohar and Khor Fakkan. 
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They sail by their masts (i.e. the sails); they (look like) 
quivers, but penetrate like arrows ... It is no surprise 
that they are called ghurabs because they spread their 
wings like those of a dove. 1 

Abu Shama (d. 665/1266-7) 

The list of Classical and Medieval war and transport vessels in the 
Western Indian Ocean is, as to be expected, following my discussion 
on naval activities in the region (see Chapter 8), much smaller than that 
of the Mediterranean. There is a dearth of information on their hull 
shape and function and we can only guess their construction features 
from those of Mediterranean Muslim and Christian war craft. It would 
not be possible to write about warships of the Western Indian Ocean 
without discussing Mediterranean Muslim vessels, for as medieval 
sources infer, some of their warships sailed the waters of the Red Sea 
and into the Indian Ocean. Furthermore, it must be said that the lack 
of iconography of Muslim war vessels makes the study more difficult; 
once more our recourse is to search for pictorial evidence of craft from 
Byzantium and the Christian West. It is not the aim of this chapter to 
show comparative evidence; what is intended here, rather, is to look 
historically at various river and sea war craft and transport vessels in 
the Western Indian Ocean, their construction features, wherever that 
is possible, and trace the origin of their nomenclature. 



1 Fa-sarat 'aid siwar hiya kana'in ilia annaha tamruqu muruq al-siham... fa-la a'jabu minim 
liiMimma o/nrbanan wa-tanshuru min dulu'iha ajnihat al-hamam; from Kitab al-rawdatayn fi 
akhbar al-dawlatayn, see R<runl\ <le\ luslminn dcs ovicides 1967, IV: 210. I am grateful to 
an anonymous reader of one of my early drafts of this chapter (28 June 2005) who 
drew my attention to a mistranslation of the first line of this quote. 
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The hadidi, shabbara, sallura and zawraq 

I will start with the / or / a ;p] r nyal) The name sug- 

gests "something made with iron" and this is because early types of 
war vessels were built of iron i.e. their wooden hulls would have been 
protected by iron plates. No doubt this was a generic term but also 
a specific nomenclature for a war vessel of the type that al-Tabari 
(d. 310/922-3) reports to have been used in 252/866 by the Turks on 
the Euphrates river. 2 

One of the earliest types, the shabbara (pi shabbarat), mentioned by 
al-Tabari, was used by the caliphal army on the Tigris against the 
Turks on numerous occasions in 25 1/865. 3 The caliph al-Ma'mun 
(198-201/813-817) is said to have owned some 4,000 large and small 
shabbaras; the caliph himself sailed on a shabbara.* Apparently, the shabbara 
was identical to the sallura or sullura (pi saldlir), which was used to assist 
the larger galleys equipped with archers. 5 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 
(fl. 8th/ 14th c) reports that each boat would carry 4 or 5 archers. 6 They 
shot arrows at the enemy vessels with the aim to set fire to parts of 
them and cause confusion. The sallura?, were not the only type of small 
boat to manoeuvre around the enemy galleys: the shift [s.v] , 'ushan [s.v] , 
qarib [s.v] and zawraq [s.v] were also used for this purpose; they were 
carried on the deck of the ship. 7 The zawraq? (pi zawariq or zawanq), 
al-Nuwayrl reports, were swift; if they were in danger they were quick 
enough to turn around and flee from the enemy. 8 Elsewhere the sallura 
is described as a large Mediterranean war vessel with 16 to 24 oars; 
some were known to have 40 oars and to be carrying three sails. 9 We 
find this type on the Nile, as Ibn Wasil noted in 641/1243. Fleischer 



2 Al-Nukhayll 1974: 31. 

3 Al-Tabari 1965, XII (iii): 1563, 1589-90, 1627. 

4 Al-Qazwlnl 1848, II: 233. 

5 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, ffi 123v-124r; al-MaqrtzI 1957-1973, IV (ii): 671; see 
al-Nukhayll 1974: 66. 

6 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, S. 124r-124v. 

7 Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/191 1-1915, I: 271. 

8 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, S. 123r-124v; KLI (India) Ms 738, fol. 260r; see al- 
Nukhayll 1974: 60. 

9 Khankl 1948: 126; Dozy 1967, I: 673; Mahir 1967: 347. 



WARSHIPS AND TRANSPORT VESSELS 



323 



(cited by Kindermann) places the name with Greek oeMuxptov, a small 
sailing vessel. 10 

The sumayriyya, tayyar and zabzab 

One of the warships used on the Mesopotamian rivers, the sumayriyya 
(pi sumayriyyat), n was recorded by several classical historians, al-Tabari 
being the most frequent. 12 At the time of the Qarmatian invasion in 
293/906, hundreds of sumayriyya?, were employed by the Qarmatians 
in their advance against the army: 13 Ibn Miskawayh (d. 421/1030) 
tells us that in 3 15/927 Abu 1-Tahir al-Qarmatl and his fellow fighting 
men marched to 'Ayn al-Tamar and hired 500 sumayriyya?, and other 
river craft such as the shadha? [s.v] and the tayyar? [s.v.]. 14 When the 
Qarmatians were threatening to invade Baghdad in the same year, the 
caliph's troops crossed the Euphrates in sumayriyya? and tayyar?. 1 '' 

The origin of the name sumayriyya is not known, unless we believe 
al-Jawallql's (d. 539/1144) claim that she was so called after Sumayr, 
who lived in Basra. 16 It seems that there were both big and small types 
of sumayriyya, 11 performing different functions: the larger ones had 40 
oars such as those mentioned by al-Tabari; he relates that 

Si dayman [b. Jami| wrote to the leader of the Zanj, requesting the latter 
to reinforce him with sumayriyyas of forty oarsmen each. 

\iat-kalaha Sultirnuln i/d sdliih <iI-Z all l r(t\'(dithit undadahu hi-Mimaximdl li-kull 
h dliidti iniiiluiiina tirhti Tn mijdhafan]. 16 



10 Kindermann 1934: 41; see Fleischer 1836: 71. 

11 Ibn Manzur nd.. Ill: 2091; al-Zabldl 1972, XII: 84. 

12 Al-Tabarl 1965, XII iiiii: 1759-61, 1784-5; XIII (iv): 1926, 1948-9, 1953-4, 
1956-7, 1960, 1968, 2074. 

13 Ibn al-Athir 1301/1883, IX: 75: idem. 1965, VIII: 125. 

14 Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915,1: 1 75-6; see also Ibn al-Athir 1301/1883, 
VIII: 63. 

15 Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, I: 133. 

16 Al-Jawallql 1355/1936: 191. 

17 Al-Masudl 1346/1927, II: 53; see also al-Sull 1935: 207-8. 

18 Al-Tabarl 1965, XIII (iv): 1953; trans. Philip M. Fields (with a slight amendment 
by myself), see al-Tabarl 1987, XXXVII: 17. 
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The smaller ones had only 4 oars. The sumayriyya was also employed 
as a transport ship, 19 cargo vessel 20 and ferry, 21 as well as a pleasure 
boat. 22 

The zabzab (pi zabd'jb''' seems to have been one of the largest 
of the river craft which belonged to the River Tigris, according al- 
Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI; 24 one of her main functions was to transport 
equipment and soldiers. 25 She is mentioned in the context of the 
Barldls (315-349/927-960) during the Caliphate of MuttaqI Bi-llah 
(329-333/940-944). As military leaders, the Bandls played important 
roles in Baghdad and in the south of the region of Iraq, Basra in 
particular (see Chapter 8). Al-Sull and al-Mas'udl record the event of 
331/942 when, we are told, an Omani fleet appeared in Basra with the 
intention of occupying it. Several of these zabzabs were used against 
the Omani fleet and the Barldls succeeded in blocking the Omanis at 
the entrance to Basra. 26 Apart from this incident there is no mention 
of the zabzab being used as a fighting ship; the craft was large and 
equipped with fire equipment. 

The salgha and the shadha 

The salgha and shadha occur frequently in the Classical Arabic accounts. 
The salgha (pi silagh) is known to be a "large ship"; 27 in the account of the 
Zanj war, reported by al-Tabarl, the name occurs in four places and 
from the context it is possible to conclude that the craft was similar 
to a sumayriyya but larger; she was used in the canals of Basra and the 
surrounding area to transport Zanj insurgents, horses and food supplies. 
We are informed that in 262/876, al-Jubbai, in his encounter with 



19 Mushrifa nd., 155; Majid 1958-1955, I: 224. 

20 Al-Tanukhl 1375/1955. II: 336, 390. 

21 Al-Sabl 1958: 21: al-Shabushtl 1386/1966: 44. 

22 Al-Shabusha 1386/1966: 46-7. 

23 Ibn Manzur nd., Ill: 1802; Lane 1984, I: 1208. 

24 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 127v. 

25 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, IX: 224; idem, nd., 25; Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914- 
1915, II: 245 and several other references of this usage in Ibn Miskawayh; see al- 
Nukhavll 1971: 555, fn. 12. 

26 Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, II: 46; al-Masudl 1346/1927, II: 530; 
al-Sull 1935: 203. 251, 263. 

27 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 26; al-Zabldl 1985, XXII: 529; al-Firflzabadl 1995: 706; 
see also Lane 1984, II: 1717. 
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Rumays, the Zanj leader, captured 24 sumayriyyas and over 30 salghasP 
Al-Tabarl also tells us that the salgha transported horses near Tahitha. 29 
A salgha carrying 10 Zanj soldiers and barley was sighted in 267/880-1, 
she was captured but the soldiers dived into the water and fled. 30 In the 
same year we learn that al-Khablth equipped for war a large number 
of salghas, sumayriyyas and zawraqs which carried Zanj on board under 
the command of Muhammad b. Ibrahim. 31 The name salgha is a word 
for she-camel [in her seventh year] and fat; 32 it is uncommon to call 
a ship by the name of an animal though bird names have been used 
(see Chapter 13). 

The other type, shadha (pi shddhdh, shadhawdt, shadhdwdt or shadha'at) 
is a galley. The first time the shadha is mentioned by al-Tabarl we 
read that Mansur b. Ja far in 257/870-1, when mustering his troops 
against the Zanj, had shadhas which were made in the city of Jan- 
naba 33 (located on the coast of Fars). Her identification as a war ves- 
sel is clear from nearly all the references about the Zanj. 34 On the 26 
Sha'ban 264/3 May 878 a certain Sulayman was provided with 10 
shadhas by a man from Abadan called Saqr b. Husayn: 35 these shadhas 
(barges) were fighting ships, five of which carried "the very finest of 
(Sulayman's) commanders and troops". 36 Another event is mentioned 
in which Abu 1- Abbas in 267/880 moved his shadhas into a narrow 
spot in the canal, thus engaging in a battle where he killed the enemy's 
infantry and injured many others by arrows. 37 When a count of sailors 
in Abu Ahmad b. al-Mutawakkil's navy was made in 269/883, there 
were 10,000 paid sailors; this number included men from the shadhas, 
sumayriyyas and raqqiyyas [s.v], the latter transported the cavalry 38 There 
is no information about how many fighting ships there were and the 



28 Al-Tabarl 1965, XII (iii): 1901. 

29 Ibid., XIII (iv): 1922. 

30 Ibid., 1955. 
:il Ibid., 1979. 

32 Lane 1984, II: 1717. 

33 Al-Tabarl 1965, XII (iii): 1844. 

34 Ibid., 1844, I860: XIII (iv;: 192:5-6. 1918, 1960-1. 1966. 2074, 2282-3; Ibn 
Miskawayh (1332-1333/1911-1915, I: 372; for the events of 325/936; see also al- 
Tabarl 1985, XXXVIII: 189-90; idem, 1987, WW II: 13. 23-1. 28-9, 118-9; idem, 
1992b. XXXVI: 137, 195-8. 

35 Al-Tabarl 1965, XIII (iv): 1923. 

36 Ibid., 1925; trans, by D. Waines, see al-Tabarl 1992b, XXXVI: 197. 

37 Idem, 1965, XIII (iv): 1966. 

38 Ibid., 2074. 
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number of men using them, nor is it clear how many were engaged 
in fighting on land or sea. 

In the reign of al-Mu'tamid (256-279/870-892) Wasit was the base 
for military operations against the Zanj but the city was captured and 
sacked by the Zanj in 264/877-8; they held to the city for three years 
until a counter-attack was launched and the city was recovered and 
captives released. 39 Ibn al-Athlr (d. 630/1232-3) describes how the 
shadhds were protected during the siege in 269/882: 

As a shadha approached the castle arrows were shot at her and stones from 
ballislas and slings were thrown at her. Lead was liquified and poured 
over her. . .Then (al-Muwaflaq) ordered to provide the shwllul with a ceil- 
ing made of wood and covered with plaster, a coating which will prevent 
her from getting burnt. . . . 

| Jti-kdiitil (d-\hadha id/id tjandml min t/asri/ii ritmintl mill Jitn-t/ (d-ijasr hU-siham 
lai-l-lujdni mill (d-miiiijaiiTij n-a-l-mif/lii lai-udlulxi l-ri.sus ica-it/ri^lui 'almliim ... 
1 1 i i 1 \ li a ' 1 1 in i ,1 i i i (i/di.\ i a i i ' i i ' 

icii-rudi 

This they did and when the men in the shadha drew closer to the castle 
of the Zanj they besieged the castie and burnt it. The seamen and the 
fighting men in the shadha were safe. The covering of the shadha with a 
roof and the use of plaster as a technique was perhaps not a common 
practice as Ibn al-Athlr thought it worthy of a special mention. 

Both the shadha and sumayriyya would have been capable of sailing 
before the wind, and depending on their length, would have had one 
or two masts. We have no means of knowing the number of oars they 
carried but we do know that when engaged in battle, as was the case with 
all types of classical and medieval warships, the sails were lowered and 
stowed away to give better manoeuvrability to the oars. It may be said 
that both the names, shadha and sumayriyya, and the nature of these craft 
are indigenous to Basra and Southern Mesopotamia; they were better 
known in the context of the Zanj war, though one event is mentioned 
by al-Mas'udi (d. 345/956-7) in connection with the Barldls: 

The Barldls were at their strongest in Basra, they blocked ships sailing 
through. Their army became big with many fighting men. They had 



39 Ibid., 1921-7. 

40 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, V: 151; we find other accounts related by Ibn Misk- 
awayh and al-Sull on the use of fire by the enemy to burn shadhas, see Ibn Miskawavh 
1332-1333/1914-1915, II: 46 and al-Sull 1935: 244 for the year 331/942. 
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two armies, one on the sea using shadhas, tayyars [s.v.], sumariyyas [for 
sumayriyyas] and zabzabs [s.v.] .... 

\u a-li)shtadda amr al-Bandiyyin bil-Basra wa-mana'u l-sujun an tuuid it'tt- 
'azuma jayshuhum wa-katharat rijalatuhum wa-sara lahum jayshdn jaysh fi l-ma' 
fi l-shadhawdt wa-l-tayyarat wa-l-swnamyal uti-l-iabdzib...].* 1 

The name shadhct 2 in Arabic denotes "strength" but it also stands for 
"a type of tree", 43 the latter seems to be the closest; the question is 
whether timber from this tree was good enough to construct a shadha? 
Like some classical Mesopotamian names shadhd may be traced to 
Judeo-Aramaic or even early Semitic as Akkadian; or could it be that 
this ship-term is related to the Greek schedie (axeSvn)? 44 



Tmns/wrl river vessels 

Abu Ahmad b. al-Mutawakkil sent his son Abu 1- Abbas to the town 
of Wasit to fight the Zanj and to this end 10,000 cavalry and infantry 
were "outfitted with the best equipment"; 45 they were provided with a 
ferry called mi'bar (pi ma'abir),* 6 from the root-verb, /'.b.r./ "to cross"; 
she is always associated with transporting troops, 47 infantry 48 cavalry and 
footsoldiers. 49 For horses, the raqqiyya-type [s.v.], was specially designed 
to carry them for battles. 50 

The mi'bar and sqfina were mentioned exclusively by al-Tabari and 
always in the context of the Zanj war. Both ship-terms are generic 
but were applied specifically to denote transport vessels. Mi'bars are 
known to accompany shadhas and sumayriyyas. 51 As for safinas we come 



41 Al-MasudT 1861-1877, VIII: 345. 

42 Recorded by al-Azdl 1902: 107; al-MuqaddasI 1906: 32. 

43 Ibn Manzflr nd., IV: 2221. 

44 This is the galley-type described by Homer when he refers to Odysseus building 
this craft and sailing home from < )gvgia. Run cited by Wallinga) states that die term 
is older than Homer's usage and it means "iuM-built vessel", Wallinga 1993: 36. 

45 Al-Tabarl 1965. XIII :ivi: 1918: trans, by P. M. Fields, see al-Tabari 1987, 
XXXVII: 13. 

46 Also noted in the works of Ililal al-Sabi id. 384/994-5) zawdnq al-ma'abir and 
Khatlb al-Baghdadl (d. 463/1070-1 i. mib'anyraL see Zayyat 1949: 349. 

47 Al-Tabari 1965, XII (iii): 1871. 

48 Ibid., XIII (iv): 1948. 

49 Ibid., 2074. 

50 Ibid; see al-MuqaddasI 1906: 31. 

51 Al-Tabarl 1965, XIII (iv): 1961. 
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across her usage in several places in al-Tabari's accounts: a) sujun al- 
rijjala (transport ships for foot-soldiei s . ' b suju inn I mill al-rijjuhi 
wa-l-silah wa-l-alat (transport ships for foot-soldiers, weapons and [war] 
machines), 53 c) cargo vessels, 54 and d) sujun al-jusur (pontoons). 5:1 

One other transport ship which seems to have been used exclusively 
for commanders and their crew was the jaribiy_ya. 3h The name occurs a 
few times in the history of al-Tabari: all references are in connection 
to the Zanj uprising 57 

The big warships 

The barija: a pirate ship 

There were both large and small barijas, (pi bawary). 5H During the Caliph- 
ate of al-MustaTn (248-252/862-866), it is stated in the history of 
al-Tabarl that 10 barijas came up from Basra in 251/865 and were 
engaged in a battle against the Turks; each warship, it is reported, car- 
ried 45 men: 59 the captain (s ishtiyam, pi ashatima), 3 naphtha throwers 
(s nqffat, pi nqfatun), 1 carpenter (s najjar, pi najjarun), 1 baker (s khabbaz, 
pi khabbazun) and 39 oarsmen (sjadhdhqf, pi jadhdhajun) who doubled 
as warriors (s muqatil, pi muqatila). 60 It is an unusual account as Arabic 
sources rarely give details about the duties of crew members 61 (see 
Chapter 6). Seamen could have acted as fighters and were expected 



52 Ibid., XIII (iv): 1965. 

53 Ibid., 1968. 

54 Ibid., XII (in,:: 1550, 1811; XIII (iv): 2074. 

55 Ibid., XIII (iv): 1966-7. 

56 Ibid. 

57 Ibid., XII (iii): 1761, 1785-6, 1836; XIII (iv): 2074. 

58 The name is listed by Ibn Slda on the authority of Khalll b. Ahmad, 1898-1903, 
X: 26. 

59 Al-Tabari 1965, XII (iii): 1582. 

60 Ibid.; see also Fahmy 1966: 103-4; Christides 1993, VII: 42, 44. 

61 In the Mediterranean a naval officer was called both muqaddam and mutau-alli 
though from the titles one cannot tell what the specific duties were. Experienced 
naval Egyptian and Syrian officers operated galleys in the Eastern Mediterranean and 
the Red Sea. Husam al-Dln Lu'lu' commanded an Egyptian fleet on the Red Sea in 
578/ 1 182-3, whose crew were of North African origin though a ship captured off Tyre 
in 1187 had naval officers who were Moroccans and Persians. Islamic sources do not 
mention North Africans to have been part of an Indian Ocean crew. Other valuable 
information on crew members and (heir preparedness against the enemy the reader 
is referred to Ibn al-Manqall 1988: 249-54. 



WARSHIPS AND TRANSPORT VESSELS 



329 



when necessary to seize whatever they could find on board the ship 
and engage in hand-to-hand combat. Needless to say the operation of 
a war vessel required competent officers to man the ship and maintain 
discipline and team work, particularly among rowers, who would prob- 
ably have a hierarchical system among them. 

These bdrijas were deep-sea vessels but used in riverfaring too. The 
name has often stood for "pirate ship", 62 the word originating from 
the people of Sind (Northwest India), who in the third/ninth century 
were the buccaneers of the sea. Under the Caliphate of al-Mansur 
(136-158/754-775), whenjeddah was attacked in 151/768, the appear- 
ance of these ships was feared so much that the name bawdry (pi of 
bdrija) "pirate ships" became synonymous with the pirates themselves. 63 
The threat of these pirate ships appearing on the horizon meant, in 
the words of al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c), that 
the coastal people were always "in constant fear" (. . . wa-lam tazal fi 
halaj. . .). 64 That they were the terror of the Indian Ocean is recorded 
by Buzurg b. Shahriyar (d. 399/1009) in one of his sea accounts: he 
narrates how on one voyage from Kalah to Oman in 317/929, Cap- 
tain Isma'llwayh encountered 70 banjos with whom he fought for three 
days, burning down many of the craft and killing a large number of 
the fighting sailors. 65 

Al-MuqaddasI records the name of this ship as birqjaf 6 De Goeje 
thinks that this nomenclature is a true phonetic representation of 
what al-MuqaddasI had recorded at the time and, therefore, could be 
a regional adaptation. Another form given to this ship-name is bdruja 
(Per lit. "flower pot"), which Suad Mahir interprets as a deep-hulled 
ship; 67 the root may also be connected to Hindi herd and Urdu pird "a 
large boat". 68 

All the Islamic sources seem to point to the bdrija being an Indian 
Ocean war vessel. Only al-Baladhuri (d. 279/892-3) describes her as the 
galley of the Mediterranean. 69 It is perhaps coincidental to associate 



62 Al-BaladhurT 1866: 440; Yaqut 1866 1873. I: 669; al-Masudl 1894: 55. 
ra Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 14; idem, 2001: 13. 

64 Ibid. 

65 Al-Ramhurmuzi 1883-1886: 130. 

66 Al-MuqaddasI 1906: 14, 32. 

67 Mahir 1967: 334. 

68 Kindermann 1934: 3. 

m He calls her shim [s.v.], a generic term for warship. al-l!alrulliun 1866: 435; see 
also al-Mas'udi 1894: 55. 
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the Arabic name barija with the Latin barga (a. c. 1 1 80) or barca, from 
a pro to name barica. 70 But could there be any connection with the six- 
teenth-century European (Portuguese and Dutch) barsha and Turkish 
barca (or CA barsha) known as the galliot (a "long covered ship")? 71 The 
Turkish name appears in the HadramI chronicles: 72 Al-Ashraf Qansuh 
al-Ghawrl (906-922/1501-1517) was in command of three barshas and 
three ghurabs [s.v.] which he was to take to Diu on the West Indian 
coast; there, he fought the Portuguese in 912/1506-7, who were cutting 
the Muslim trade routes via the Red Sea. 73 From the map of Pin Rets 
(d. 1554), it can be seen that the barca is a three-masted ship with a 
high foredeck and rounded stern; the middle forward leaning mast and 
the mast located at the stern carry square sails while the foremast has 
a lateen sail (illustration 80). 

The war galleys 

The Mediterranean war galley was developed from the vessels of 
Ancient Greece and Rome. Little is known about Muslim galleys and less 
so about those of the Western Indian Ocean pre- 1500; the assumption 
is that their design was very similar to the Christian galleys; the long 
and narrow hull enabled quick movement through the waters. 

From the Byzantine period right through the sixteenth century it is 
possible to identify varied types of galleys with hybrid features of oars 
and sails and the Muslim w arships wen no dillerenl. The oars provided 
the main power of the early galley; galley slaves sat on wooden benches, 
4 to 6 men to an oar, their feet chained to benches where they rowed 
for hours. They could manoeuvre the vessel with rapid acceleration 
and speed and when in sight of the enemy, oars provided far better 
power than sails as the latter depended on wind conditions. 74 In secure 
waters a square sail would have powered the galley; depending on their 
length and in later periods two or three lateen sails were used. If sails 
were used when the galley was engaged in battle they would have been 
lowered before action. Oars enabled the vessel to approach the enemy 



™ OED 1982, 1: 168. 

71 Kindcrmann 1934: 4. 

72 Serjeant 1974: 44, 119, 181. 

73 Ibid., 44. 

74 Communication from Joseph Muscat 19 July 2006. 



WARSHIPS AND TRANSPORT VESSELS 



331 




Illustration 80 An Ottoman barca (after Pin Re' is 1988, I: inside cover) 

ship from any angle. The armoured projection from the bow of a war 
galley was designed to disable or sink an enemy ship by ramming her 
from the stern or the sides, thus fighting men boarded her from the 
raised forecastle platform. One other tactic was to approach the enemy 
ship or cargo ship by coming alongside to board her. What followed 
then was hand-to-hand fighting with swords and spears; sometimes the 
order was given to shoot arrows with fire. 

A type commonly known in the medieval period, at least up to the 
fifteenth century, is a ship which had a markedly curved and rounded 
sternpost, known as the "round ship" (illustration 81); underwater 
archaeological evidence reveals that the Serce Liman ship, possibly an 
Islamic vessel, and the Yassi Ada had a similar hull configuration. 7 ' 
Large round ships were built in the Christian West; by the twelfth 
century we know that they had two and sometimes even three decks, 
with two or three masts. 76 They all had curved stem and sternposts. 



75 Bass & Van Doorninck Jr. 1978: 131; Bass & Van Doorninck Jr. et al. 1982: 
87-110: 311-9. 

76 Unger 1981: 237; Pryor 1984: 171-219, 275-92. 
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These round ships were powered by steering oars and carried lateen 
sails. The question is how much of these features were common to 
Islamic round-hulled sailing ships? Iconographic evidence is missing 
and the paucity of evidence for the hull-shape of Islamic warships and 
transport ships in texts is frustrating but there is no reason to believe 
that the Islamic round ships were any different. 



The qurqura 

In Chapter 10, 1 spoke about the qun/rir pi qaraqii or qardqlr.: one lypc 
in the Early and Middle Islamic period known also as qurqur(a) was a 
war galley which functioned occasionally as a transport ship to supply 
the fleet with food, animals, ammunition and personnel; 77 like most of 
the galleys, the qurqur(a) operated as a cargo vessel, 78 she could carry 
10,000 barrels of oil, reported al-Nuwayrl (fl. 8th/ 14th c). 79 

Lexicographers included this ship-term, not because it was a com- 
mon word, they were not interested in terms known to common people 
{al-'amma), but rather because some ship-terms would be of some 
importance to government functionaries and administrators. Al-Zabldl 
(d. 1205/1790-1), citing earlier sources, described her as a "long or 
large ship". 80 Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) says that she was built of teak 
(mostly the hull planks) and was pitched 81 as was the common practice 
(see Chapter 5). Another piece of information comes from al-Jawallql 
(d. 539/1144), who citing Ibn Slda, defines the qurqur(a) as "fully-bel- 
lied"; this could be a reference to a round vessel or a transport ves- 
sel, heavy with war amunition, horses etc. Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI 
informs us that the qurqura when approaching the coast anchored in 
deep-sea water otherwise the bottom would break into pieces due to 
her enormous weight [. . . idhd natahat qa' al-barr inkasarat li-thaqliha thaql 
wasqihd]. 82 

It is clear from the Arabic sources that qurqur(a)s belonged to both 
Muslims and Christians; thus, we find several references to Christian 



77 Al-Maqrlzl 1957-1973, III (i): 149. fn. 2; sec also al-llamawl 1915: 31; al-'AdawI 
nd., 154; Mushrifa nd., 154. 

78 TS 16.163 (1). 

79 Al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranT 1968-1976, II: 235. 

80 Al-Zabldl 1974, XIII: 401. 

81 Ibn Durayd 1987, I: 199; II: 1195; see also Ibn Slda 1983-1903, X: 26. 

82 Al-Nuwayrl l-Iskandaranl 1968-1976, II: 235. 
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Illustration 81 Fifteenth-century Portuguese naus with curved and rounded 
sternpost; painting Jorge Gabral, 1550 (courtesy of Science Museum, Science 
and Society Picture Library, London, no. 10319044) 

war-qurqilr(a)s in the Mediterranean context. 83 Galleys did operate both 
as warships and merchant/passenger vessels 84 as will be seen later, 
with reference to the shims [s.v.] and the ghurabs [s.v.] . We are told by 
al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI that "the qurqur(a)s, because of their size and 
the weight of their cargo only travel[ed] under sail". 85 When in full 
sail they looked impressively large, reports al-MaqrlzI (d. 846/1442); 
he remarks that at one time there were 1,000 of them out at sea 86 and 



l:: Al-Xmvavn 1-Iskandanuii gives an account of the Franks' attack on Tripoli (Syria) 
in 769/1367: they arrived with 55 ghurabs [s.v.], 1 tarida [s.v.] and 10 qurquras (UAFAL 
[Dar al-Kutub] Ms 737, fol. 20v). Ibn Hablb (d. 779/1377) reports about Christian 
qimfims, diough nothing is mentioned about their size. On his voyage to Constantino- 
ple, Ibn Battuta recounts that he saw in the harbour many large (Christian) qurquras 
"galleys". He boarded a Genoese qurqura at Ladhaqiyya in 732/1331-2 in Syria, on 
the Mediterranean coast, north of Tripoli; he remarked how "the Christians treated 
us honourably and took no passage money from us", see Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 254; 
idem, 1958-2000, II: 415. This was a much larger qurqura than the one he perhaps 
embarked from Alexandria, ibid., 1968, IV: 327: 1958-2000, IV: 921. 

84 Al-MaqrlzI (1911-1924, I: 476) notes that qurquras were employed during the 
Fatimid period as leisure boats for the caliphs and princes on the Nile. 

85 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 124r. 

86 Al-Maqflzi 1911-1942, II: 363. In a description of Christian galleys al-Maqriz! 
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that the large qurqur(a)s had three decks and the goods were loaded 
through side doors. 87 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI states that "when the 
water comes near the lower door, after the lowest part of the ship has 
been fully loaded, it is closed, nailed, caulked and smeared with sub- 
stances to keep the water out. Then the goods are brought to a door 
which is higher up on the second floor, and so on until the loading is 
completed... ". Kli 

As I have shown, the name qurqur(a) was common among both the 
Islamic and Christian circles; the word could have derived from the 
Greek KepKODpoq {kerkuros), "a light vessel boat especially among 
the Cyprians, used for Nile transport";" 9 it is also found in Latin as 

cercurus. 90 



The galleys shim and shalandi 

The shim was a general classificatory name for a galley though it is 
often referred to as a type on its own. Of obscure origin, the name 
appears in different forms: s/w. . sh va. slid /"and m plshawani), 
all these found in the context of the Mediterranean. 91 Her equivalent 
was the Byzantine dromon, and we find both terms are identical to the 
ninth-century Byzantine %e?idvSiov 92 (see below). A shim carried a single 
mast with sails (originally two, then three) 93 (illustration 82). 



gives the following account: "It became visible to the lookout guard [in 767/1356] 
numerous sails on the horizon. Lo and behold, on the following day 8 [Christian] 
ulamll)* followed by [more Christian] ghurabs and qurquras totalling to some 70 to 80 
piece approached the port", see al-Maqrlzi 1957-1973, III (i): 105. 

87 Al-Maqrizi 1957-1973, III (i): 149, fn. 2. 

88 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 124r. 

89 Liddell & Scott 1953: 943. 

90 Lewis & Short, 1975: 318. 

91 Ibn al-'Idhan 1848-1851, 1: 130, 192, 318; al-ldrlsl 1866: 112; Ibn Hawqal 1873: 
132; al-Muqaddasi 1906: 177; see also Lane 1984, II: 1635. Essentially, al-Maqrlzi 
(d. 846/1442) remarks that the sMni-[y\)c lulls under two classificatory names: shawdni 
harbiyya specifically warships but not necessarily for long-distance voyages as opposed 
Lo the sluuvani bahriyya referring to ocean-going type of shim, see al-Maqrlzi 191 1-1924, 
II: 45; idem, 1957-1973, II (i): 113, 129. The shim was particularly common in the 
Arabic sources dealing with the Crusades. We are told that the Crusades transported 
their armies, horses and cavalry on this craft. For name-types see, Kazimirski 1860, 
I: 1278; Dozy 1967, I: 793. 

92 Christides 2002: 101. 

93 Ibid., 91. 
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Illustration 82 A reconstruction of a dromon- shim by the Oinousses Project 
team (after Christides 2002: 101, pi. 6b) 



The similarities of the dromon and shim in the middle first/seventh 
century were in their heavy weaponry amidships, the wood-castle located 
under the main mast and the ram above the waterline. 94 In terms of 
speed, the Muslim galley was outpaced by her rival (illustration 83). 

Mediterranean galleys in the Indian Ocean region were unknown 
until the Ayyubids (569-626/1174-1229) introduced shims in the port 
of Aden to protect commercial shipping (see Chapters 7 & 8) and, 
therefore, their presence until the coming of the Portuguese in the 
early sixteenth century is significant. It may be argued that the shim 
hull-design and other construction features may have been copied by 
the Yemenite and Indian shipwrights living in Aden, hence introducing 
a newer technology in shipbuilding in the region (see Chapter 5). 

It is possible to get some idea from the Islamic sources about the 
size of the shim. 95 At the beginning of the Fatimid dynasty, al-MaqrlzI 
(d. 846/1442) reports that 10 shims could carry 10,000 soldiers with 



94 Ibid., 101. 

95 There seem to have been many shinis built in the Fatimid period: for example in 
303/915, 'Ubayd Allah al-Malidl 297 322/909-934) founded the shipyards at Mah- 
diyya and had 900 shinis built there, see al-Maqrlzi 1911-1924, I: 351. 
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Illustration tVS An ei^hih/iouruvnth-centun Muslim war vessel with ram 
above the waterline (after Christides 2002: pi. 7 



about 1,000 in each. 96 This is an enormous size, which according 
to the calculations I discussed in Chapter 7, would give this type of 
shim a circa 2,000-ton capacity (i.e. 1 soldier = 1 ton x a ratio of 2 for 
ammunition and supplies); this would put an enormous strain on the 
keel, the masts and the rigging. Abu Shama (d. 665/1266-7), on the 
other hand, writes that each shim had 150 infantry-men; 97 that sounds 
feasible and gives roughly a 300-ton capacity. Further credence to this 
amount is given by Ibn MammatI (d. 606/1209) who records that one 
type of shim was equipped with 140 oars. 9ii 

The fourth/tenth-century shim was different from the Mamluk type; 99 
some shims were, according to al-Asyutl (fl. 9th/ 15th c), rowing ves- 
sels, carrying no masts; the ninth/fifteenth century shim is described 
by him to be 



96 Ibid., 94. 

97 RHC 1967, IV: 165. 

98 Ibn MammatI 1943: 340. 

99 Written communication from Vassilios Christides (5 June 2005). 
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finely arched bottom; double-ended; no weight at the bottom; covered on 
the sides for the oarsmen; one anchor, covers and equipment. . . . 

| v khdl min 

i i i isiit aa-satd'irwa-'udad 

mu'allaqa bihi. . .]. 100 

One final note, there are sufficient records to indicate that while 
the size of ships began to increase amongst the Christian warships, 
whether Italian or Byzantine, there is no reason to think that shims 
did likewise. 101 

The other warship, the shalandi (pi shalandiyat or shalandd), is known to 
be a Byzantine type, mentioned in connection with transporting fight- 
ing men, war equipment, food and water. 102 Shalandi, the Arabic term, 
stands for the Greek %e?idv8iov 0 r %e?idv8pa (Late Latin chelendra). m 
The Arabic adaptation cannot be traced in any of the Classical Arabic 
dictionaries. We find, as noted above, the shalandi in Greek and Ara- 
bic sources referred to as a Byzantine dromon; 10 * this is because of the 
similarity between them, as was the case with the shim and the dromon; 
though, it must be said, that the shim was a galley distinct from other 
types and there is no evidence from the Arabic sources to suggest, as 



100 Al-Asyutt 1996, I: 79. 

101 linger 1980: 105, 122-3, 127-8. 

1,12 Al-Adawi nd., 154; al-Hamawi 1945: 36-7. Described by al-Tabarl (d. 310/922- 
3) as a troop carrier at the siege of Damietta in 283/852-3, we are told that on board 
each of the 100 Byzantine shalandis there were 50 to 100 men, totalling about 5,000 
men, see al-Tabarl 1965, XII (iii): 1417-8. 

The name was frequently found in relation to Byzantine war vessels in the early 
centuries of Islam, see al-Tabarl 1965, XII im): 1417-8: Ihn al-Atlilr 1965, VII: 4, 
41-2, 258; XI: 159. Ibn al-Athlr (d. 630/1232) calls the Byzantines ashab al-shahmdiyya 
(owners of shalandi . lie speaks ol Byzantine \lwdtuuh appearing on the Sicilian coasts 
during the Muslim campaigns of 233/847. The chronicler describes the scene of 
how 'Abbas b. Fadl (d. 247/861), the military commander, marched with the Muslim 
infantry to the city of Qasriyana and Syracuse in 244/858 while some of his lighters 
set out on their vessels and were met by 40 Byzantine Mmidh. Thcv fought fiercely 
and the Muslims captured 10 of the vessels, see Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, VII: 24, see 
Kindermann 1934: 51; Dozy 1967, 1: 783. At Kafar Sallam, one of the coastal villages 
of Caesarea (Syria 1 ', al-MuqaddasT (fl. second half of the 4th/10th c) describes how 
Byzantine shakndis and shinis used to pull into the harbour "bringing w ith them captives 
taken from the Muslims, for ransom at the rate of three for one hundred dinars", see 
al-Muqaddasi 2001: 161; idem, 1906: 177. Other references are from Ibn Miskawayh 
(d. 421/1030) who, writing about incidents in 354/965, says the Byzantines conquered 
Tarsus, carrying the inhabitants on shalandis, see Ibn Miskawayh 1332-1333/1914-1915, 
II: 211. The Latin and Greek forms were the base for late European, schtdanda Rus- 
sian . si ialando (Italian) and chaland (French), namely transport ships. 

104 Babuin 2002: 33. 



338 



CHAPTER TWELVE 



Christides and Pryor have claimed, that she was virtually interchange- 
able with the shalandi. 105 

References as to where these craft were built in the Arab Mediter- 
ranean are given by al-MaqrlzI. He reports that when the Fatimid 
caliph al-Mu'izz li-Din Allah (341-365/953-975) came into power 
he ordered the building of shalandis in Egypt. 106 Various galleys, shims 
and shalandis, were constructed in the shipyard of al-jazlra under the 
command of Ma'mun b. Bata'ihi (517-519/1 123-1 125), the vizier of 
the Fatimid caliph al-Amir bi-Ahkam Allah (495-524/ 1 1 0 1-1 1 30). 107 
Ibn MammatI describes the Muslim shalandi as 

a decked ship on which soldiers fought while rowers plied their oars 
beneath them. 

\al-.\halandT markah inusatjtjaf latjalid td-^/itrji/ (da -jilinlii -^•(i-jiiildiifun ya]dafuna 
lahlahum\. w& 

What is important to note here is the fact that she was decked. A galley 
furnished with a deck was called musattah (pi musattahat), 109 the Arabic 
root-verb being Is.t.h./ "to level, even, make smooth", hence, "a deck 
(of ship)". 110 A deck was essential in navy expeditions; for example the 
shalandVs deck, as Ibn MammatI noted, was there to protect the oars- 
men from the arrows and fire. 111 



The round jafn 

The name jafii (pi qjfan, jifan or jufun) 112 occurs frequently in Islamic 
sources and is often used indiscriminately for a war galley though 
references to it as a merchant vessel are also found. 113 Its plural form 



105 Christides 1984a: 140; idem, 19811): 43-4; Pryor 1992: 62. 

106 Al-Maqnzl 1911-1924, II: 193. 

107 Idem, 1270/1853, I: 482; II: 197, 373. 

108 Ibn MammatI 1943: 340. 

109 Ibn al-Athlr 1965, II: 80; see Amari 1863: 24-7, 32, 34, 39-41, 43. 

110 Wehr 1966: 409. 

111 Ibn MammatI 1943: 339. 

112 Dozy 1967, I: 200-1. 

113 A Mediterranean-type, the jq/h is perhaps restricted to the Maghrib and al-Andalus 
where it is known in Andalusi Arabic asjafan and in Maltese as gifen (/g/ for /j/) both 
in the general sense of galley, see Corriente 1989: 68; Serracino-Inglott 1975-1989, 
III: 44; Aquilina 1987-1990, 1: 403. She is mentioned as part of a large powerful fleet 
which played an important role in the history of maritime warfare during the reign 
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is used in compounds such as, ajfan ghazawiyya or ajfan harbiyya "fight- 
ing galleys" 114 and ajfan safariyya, referring to "ocean-going ships" or 
"cargo ships". Jafn is a term which Muslim authors apply to describe 
a Christian galley, the reason being I suspect, that both the Muslim 
and Christian type of jafn looked similar. 115 The word jafha is defined 
by lexicographers as a "large bowl", 116 hence by extension the jafn is a 
reference to "a round ship" like the burma [s.v.], as I shall later explain. 
Interestingly, al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th) described the jafn 
as a ship with "wings", 117 which, as I discussed in Chapter 6, probably 
are the leeboards (like dagger plates), long and narrow, that help the 
ship not to sail sideways or overturn. 

The name also appears in the context of the Indian Ocean. 118 Ibn 
Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) saw in Hormuz in 729/1329 
ships "drawn up on the beach" beside the sultan's residence which were 
of theja/w-type. 119 We are not told whether these were war vessels. He 
also reports seeingjo/w-type vessels on his way from Calicut to Honavar 
in 743/1342 and this time he does say that they were fighting ships 



of the Almohad Muhammad al-Nasir (595-61 1/1 199-1214). Al-Marrakushl (d. after 
621/1224) lists a large number of warships that were engaged in a campaign to invade 
and occupy the Balearic Islands oil' the coast of Spain in 595/1 199, see al-Marrakushl 
1949: 314. These warships were built in Morocco on the northern coast of the Mediter- 
ranean and western coast of the Adantic; in Sale near Rabat there was a shipbuilding 
site where /a/n-gallevs were contructed under the Marmid sultan Abu Yusuf b. Ya'qub 
(656-685/1258-1286), see al-SalawT 1954, III: 89. Timber for shipbuilding may have 
come from a place on the mountains which Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) 
noted was Janata, see Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 351; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 932. 

114 See for example Ibn al-'Idharl 1848-1851, I: 311. 

115 At Ghalata in 735/1334 Ibn Battuta saw in the harbour a hundred Christian 
»-vessels, see Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 433; idem, 1958-2000, II: 508-9. Ghalata was 
considered at the time one of the busiest ports where ships anchored from Genoa, 
Venice and other harbours in France and Spain. Also Christian ja/n-galleys were 
recorded by Ibn Battuta in 750/1319 on the Andalusian coast off the town of Mar- 
bella, ibid., 1968, IV: 364-5; 1958-2000, IV: 939-40. Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) too 
uses genetically the terra jafti to describe a fleet of warships which were moored in 
the harbour of Trapani on the west coast of the island of Sicily. ! lc narrates that the 
people of Trapani did not know where this fleet was destined for, Ibn Jubayr nd., 233. 
For Ibn Jubayr, these Norman warships looked similar to Muslim ships; maybe they 
were ships which Normans captured from the Muslims during their naval campaigns 
against Damictta in 1 169, Tinnls twice between 1 175 and 1 178 and the Balearics in 
1180 and 1181, see Ahmad 1975: 60. 

116 Lane 1984, I: 434. 

117 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, fol. 124r. 

118 See Amari 1857: 34; Kinderniann 1931: 18; al-Nukhavll 1974: 23-6; Picard 
1997: 162, 300-4, 398. 

119 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 234-5: idem, 1958-2000, II: 402-3. 
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(qjfdn ghazawiyya). He also adds that he was afraid of them "but after 
all they did us no harm". 120 As we have no indication as to what kind 
of vessel this possible Indian Ocean jafn was, there is no way we would 
know whether the nomenclature is correct; in Ibn Battuta's mind she 
must have been a galley identical to the Mediterranean-type; otherwise, 
he would have noted the dissimilarities. In fact, when he sailed in 
745/1344 on the river from the port of Zaytun on the southern coast 
of China, he described the jafn there as "like the galleys in our country 
[i.e. Morocco]" [ yus/il i h ! ddind]. m The only difference, he con- 
tinued, was that "the oarsmen row standing up in the middle of the 
ship", 122 a feature observed on the Ubulla canal. Also in the same year 
in Maabar (the Coromandel coast), he saw in the harbour 100 small 
and large vessels, 8 of which belonged to the sultan, AyrI Shakarwatl. 
These 8 vessels, he reports, were jqfhs which were to sail to Yemen. The 
sultan was a powerful man on the sea who owned pirate ships (mardkib 
taqta fi l-bahr) m and who had ordered the jqfhs to be equipped and his 
troops to guard them fearing a surprise attack. Was he intending to 
use them against cargo ships bound for Yemen? The point here is the 
Maabar- Yemen sea route and that the eight jqfhs were probably not 
local but seized by the sultan; hence, they might well have been from 
the Red Sea or the Mediterranean and, therefore, Ibn Battuta might 
be right to identify them as jqfhs. 



The tanda and ahawra: transport vessels of horses 

The tanda (pi tarayid, tara'id or taradat) was above all a Mediterranean 
ship, often accompanying the ghurab (see below). 124 Dozy defines the tanda 
as one type of war vessel resembling a huge barrel, 125 in other words a 
round vessel 126 while Jal describes her as a "batiment que sa construction 



0 Ibid., 1968, IV: 104-5; 1958-2000, IV: 819. 

1 Ibid., 1968, IV: 271; 1958-2000, IV: 895. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid., 1968, IV: 165-7; 1958-2000, IV: 847-8. 

4 Al-Nukhayll 1974: 89-91. 
125 Dozy 1967, II: 34. 

" 6 There was a Genoese and Venetian tvpe of this craft, a round ship but of a 
smaller design, Unger 1980: 125. 
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rangeait dans la famille des galeres ou vaisseaus longs". 127 The tarida 
was equipped with sails and oars, which were large in proportion to the 
craft; the oars were an added feature, particularly important in times of 
war as the crew had to row the ship out of the port as swiftly as they 
could or to manoeuvre their vessel against the enemy ship. 

The name can be traced to Arabic from the root-verb /Ltd./, the 
Third Form tarada being "to charge upon, or assault" and the Fourth 
Form atrada "to be driven away". 121i Kindermann seems to suggest that 
the Byzantine xapvxa is related to the Arabic name and ship-type tanda; 
he also claims that the Low Latin term tarida or tareta, the Spanish taride 
(per cavalls a portar) m and later Italian tartana 130 and the French tartane 
are traced through Arabic. 131 A further insight into the the Arabic term 
tarida is that the word means "a wild animal"; 132 so far we have seen 
another animal name coined to a ship, salgha i.e. "a she-camel", though 
bird names are much more common (see Chapter 13). 

We know from the Muslim chroniclers of the Crusades that the 
Arab tarida was designed to carry horses 133 but some taridas transported 
archers, including crossbow archers and fire-raisers; others were made 
to carry heavy cargoes and transport troops, weapons and food supplies 
(i.e. grains, cereals, corn and fruit). 134 It seems that the largest tarida 
could carry 40 horses: 135 in his report of one of the Norman campaigns 
of Sicily against Alexandria in 569/1173, the historian Ibn Wasil 
(d. 697/1297-8) recounts that a total of 1,500 horsemen came out of 
36 taridas, m ' i.e. about 40 horsemen for each ship; the cavalry and their 
horses entered by the middle of the stern of the ship. 137 For the Indian 
Ocean tarida, Ibn Battuta also comments that 



127 Kindermann 1934: 58. 

128 Lane 1984, II: 1838. 

129 Laures 1987: 25. 

130 The occurrence of this htih in Italian dialc< is lra< iiu>- ii from Arabic! is signifi- 
cant: taride in Genoese (c. a. 1241), tarrida in Venetian (a. 1275) and also in Catalan 
and Provencal from Italian tarida, tarita and tareta, see Pellegrini 1978: 815. 

131 Kindermann 1934: 58. 

132 Lane 1984, II: 1839. 

133 RHC 1967, I: 612; III: 214; IV: 164; al-Maqrtzl 1957-1973, III (i): 113, 129. 

134 Al-Maqrlzl 1957-1973, IV (ii): 686. 

135 Ibn Mammas 1943: 339. 

136 Ibn Wasil 1953-1960, II: 12-13. 

137 Al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI, UAFAL Berlin: Ms 667, fol. 124r; see also Gilde- 
meister 1882: 435. 
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the horseman mounts his horse inside the vessel, puts on his armour and 
comes out at the point of the sword. 

[ yaikabu I I \ 

He reports that out of a fleet of 52 warships there were 2 taridas fitted 
for an expedition to attack Goa some time in 743/1342. Again, I am 
not sure how accurate Ibn Battuta is in recording the name for this 
ship-type in an Indian Ocean context. No doubt the tanda he witnessed 
must have looked identical in structure to the Mediterranean one. One 
interesting piece of information is the use of musical instruments on 
tandas in a naval battle: he narrates that "when the drums, trumpets and 
bugles were sounded, the vessels moved in to the attack. . ." [fa-.. . duribat 
al-tubul wa-l-anjar wa-l-abwdq wa--alit d-n /. ] 1 

In his travels to Sind, Northwest India in 734/1334, Ibn Battuta gives 
an account of a war vessel called ahawra which he compared to the 
tanda: he says that a certain jurist, 'Ala' al-Mulk owned many vessels. 
One of these was an ahawra, which was "broader and shorter" than 
the tanda 140 though he does not say whether she transported the cavalry. 
One feature of the ahawra, he noted, was a wooden cabin located in 
the centre of the deck with steps leading to a throne for the governor; 
the slaves sat on either side of the throne. 141 



The burma, jashujiyya, shaffara and the small dunij 

In Chapter 8, I wrote about the Qais ruler laying siege against Aden 
(4th/ 10th or 5th/ 1 1th c) with a fleet of 15 war vessels; these consisted 
of 2 burmas, 10 jashujiyyas, and 3 shajaras. 

The burma (pi burmat) was probably a large round ship. 142 We know 
this because Ibn al-Mujawir (d. 690/1291) gives us a clue as to the form 
and design of this craft; he writes that burmas looked like "the shape of 
oranges" [shibh abram al-naranjiyyat] . This must surely be interpreted as 
"ships with a roundish hull". 143 Also one should add that burma in Arabic 



138 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, IV: 820; idem, 1968, IV: 107. 

139 Ibid. 

140 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, III: 601; idem, 1968, III: 109-10. 

141 Ibid. 

142 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 124; also listed by al-Muqaddasi (1906: 32) in 
the 4th/ 10th c. 

143 See Goitein 1954: 252. 
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means "a pot", which may explain the association of the name with the 
shape, traced back to Syriac, burma/ burmtha "a stone jar", Akkadian 
burmahhu "container" and ultimately to the Sumerian burmahhu. ui Pos- 
sibly, these burma?, were equipped with war machines which would have 
made them heavy, so they did not sail as fast as other ships. 145 

The jashujiyya (pljashujiyyat) may have been a transport ship but this 
is a pure guess for we do not have information about her nor is it 
mentioned in any Islamic sources. It is possible the word derives from 
the Persian, jdshu "sailor". 146 As for shajjara (pi shafiurdt) she was the 
typical galley-type, long and narrow, operated by sail and oar; these 
craft were light and they were shallow-drafted. It has been suggested by 
Goitein, based on a Genizah letter written by Madman b. Japheth, that 
such galleys were equipped with war materials and sailed in convoy to 
protect larger ships: 147 they themselves were large enough to carry 30 
to 50 footsoldiers. Goitein correctiy derives the name from the Arabic 
root-verb / sh.fr. / "to cut", hence, a galley that "cut[s] the waves", but 
it could also possibly be of Aramaic origin. 148 

Accompanying these warships, we are told by Yaqut al-HamawI 
(d. 626/1228-9), the ruler of Qais employed a number of dunijes in 
the attack. 149 They are said to have been operated by oar and sail. 150 
As these dunijes were swift and manoeuvrable they were able to surprise 
the enemy ship: fighters climbed on board and set the ships on fire. 



The harraqa: fire launcher 

The earliest record of a war-harrdqa (pi harrdqdt or hardnq) is known 
to come from Ibn al-Athlr (d. 630/1232-3) with reference to a cam- 
paign in Syracuse (Sicily) in 254/868. 151 He also reports that during the 
Zanj revolution, the caliphal fleet under the command of al-Muwaffaq 



144 Von Soden 1959-1981, II: 140; see also Agius 1984: 135. 

145 See Goitein 1954: 253; idem, 1999, V: 523, fn. 97. 

146 Lofgren 1936-1950, I: 44. Steingass (1977) docs not include this term. 

147 Goitein 1954: 253. 

148 The root in Aramaic gives words like shipjmm "tube" and shqfir "placenta" (cf. 
licb. shefofereth and shajnr), see Goitein 1954: 253. 

149 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, 1: 124; see Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 25; al-Azdl 1902: 
107; see also Shihab 1987: 567. 

150 Hourani 1963: 99. 

151 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, VII: 40; on the nomenclature see al-Jawharl 1984, IV: 
1458; al-Zabldl 1989, XXV: 154. 
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in 369/979, fought with harraqas and other types of warships on the 
River Tigris. 152 How different or similar were Mediterranean and 
Mesopotamian harraqas I do not know; Ibn al-Athlr does not tell us 
what his sources were. Elsewhere, it is reported that the harraqas served 
to protect the gaWey-shims [s.v.]: 153 we are told several of these craft 
were at Aidhab on the African Red Sea coast ready to be engaged in 
a battle against the Hijaz on the Arabian coast in 512/1 1 18. 154 Such 
harraqas mentioned by the Muslim chronicles of the Crusades 155 were 
used on the Red Sea and the Nile: We know from Ibn MammatI 
(d. 606/1209), an administrator during the sultanates of both Salah al- 
Dln (564-589/1 169-1 193) and al-AzIz (589-595/1 193-1 198) that the 
Egyptian fleet had, among other war vessels, 1 00 harraqas; he informs 
us that they were long and each one carried 100 oars. 1 '* 

The Christian counterpart of the Muslim harrdqa, as Arabic sources 
tell, accompanied not only the shims but also other war vessels like the 
giant maramma (pi iiitirtaiimdt) which carried amunition as well as being 
used to transport foot soldiers and cavalry. 1 ' 7 

As to her function in Muslim warfare, it is clear from a definition 
given by the lexicographer al-Jawharl (d. 393/1002-3) that the harrdqa 
was equipped with engines for hurling fire and setting enemy ships on 
fire. 158 We know this from Ibn Fadl Allah al-'Umarl (d. 749/1349) who 
states that Mediterranean harraqas transported hurlers; such warships 
were constructed at Almeria (Southeast Spain). 159 If we take the root- 
verb Ih.r.q.l it means "to burn something; to hurt" and the Fourth Form, 
ahraqa "to destroy by fire", the noun being "burning aflame" (harrdq). 160 



152 Ibn al-Athlr 1301/1883, VII: 156. 

153 Al-MaqrizI 1911-1924, I (ii): 212, 218. 

154 Al-Nukhayll 1974: 33. 

155 RHC 1967, I: 143; II: 123; III: 178; IV: 342, 475; see Ibn Shaddad 1964: 135; 
al-Nuwayfi 1-IskandaranI, KLI dndia; Ms 738, fol. 24v. 

156 Ibn MammatI 1943: 24, 34. 

157 Ibn al-Athlr 1867-1871, XII: 215; al-Maqrlzi 191 1-1921. I in;: 218; RHC 1967, 
II: 1 14, 123 seq. The size of the maramma must have been huge for she is described by 
Ibn al-Athlr as "one of the largest ships" [min a'zam al-marakib]. In 647/1249 during 
Louis IX's (1226-1270) campaign, "there came to the Franks one of the largest ships 
called maramma, surrounded by a number of harraqas, to protect her. . .", see Ibn al-Athlr 
1301/1883, XII: 151. Al-Maqrlzi calls her "one of the wonders of the world" [min 
'aja'ib al-dunya], see al-Maqrlzi 191 1-1924, I (ii : 218. She was iron-clad and therefore 
fire-proof, with a surface area of 500 dhira'% and each nail weighed 2") rails. 

158 Al-Jawharl 1984, IV: 1458; al-Zabidl 1989, XXV: 154. 

159 Al-Nukhayll 1974: 34. 

160 Ibn Manzur nd., II: 841. 
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On the basis of this definition, one needs to ask: was the harraqa, as it 
is claimed, a "fireship", by which she would have been set on fire and 
deliberately run into the enemy ship? Muslim sources do not mention 
this and it is safe to conclude, that a harraqa was used as a platform to 
hurl fire at the enemy ship and not as a "fireship". 

The concept of flame throwing could have been borrowed from 
Greek technology: the Byzantines had "a type of ship armed with 
flame throwers and/or a machine for projecting earthenware pots 
stuffed with combustibles". 161 According to the Gestes des Chiprois (c. 
1245), the Islamic harraqa ("Saracen karaque") carried inflammable 
material and explosives for throwing on the enemy ship. 162 It is possible 
that the Islamic harraqa, equipped with war machines such as dabbabas 
(armoured [wooden] tanks) and manjamqs (catapults), was launching 
Greek Fire, 163 knowledge of which could have been borrowed directly 
from Byzantine technology, though theirs was not the only one; there 
were different types of "fire". An earlier source of transmission could 
have come from the Chinese whose ships, carrying naphtha-throwers, 
were around the Western Indian Ocean as early as the third/ninth 
century. Their methods and tactics may have been used by the Abbasid 
army who used harraqas in their war against the Zanj. It is possible that 
barrels containing certain types of the Greek Fire had been introduced 
by the Chinese and passed on to the Arabians and Persians. 164 Chinese 
naval war tactics continued for several centuries later. Ibn al-Manqall 
(fl. 8th/ 14th c) and his contemporary, al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI report 
the launching of fire arrows from small vessels; 165 and as I mentioned 
earlier, archers on saUurm and -jilrjibs used fire arrows against the enemy 
on the Mesopotamian rivers. One such device was the propel rocket 
noted in the anonymous woik i,' ii I n asures of Weapons), 166 

which could have been based on Chinese naphtha-throwing technology 
and then developed by Arabians and/ or Persians. This does not come 



161 Odetallah 2000, II: 63; see also Christides 1994: 19. 

162 Jal 1970-, volume letter "C": 220. 

lfi:i The Greek Fire was a great offensive weapon against ships. It was a flaming 
torch aimed at masts and sails. The Arabs and others adopted the naval weapon for 
centuries but it fell into disuse after the introduction of gunpowder and cannons, see 
Hassan & Hill 1986: 106 seq. 

164 Christides 1987: 87-8. Also naphtha throwers hurled Greek Fire in the form 
of bombs called qawMr (lit. long-necked bottles), see 'Imad al-Dln 1888: 319; Ibn 
Shaddad 1964: 143. 

165 UAFAL (Berlin) Ms 667, ff. 124r-v. 
Ifih Khi-Jmat al-silah 1978: 70. 
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to us as a surprise, for direct knowledge of Chinese technology like 
the single rudder and the lateen sail had been passed on to the people 
of the Western Indian Ocean, particularly during the Fatimid period, 
when maritime trade between Egypt and the Indian Ocean flourished 
and relations between Arabians and Chinese reached their highest. 167 
From the foregoing paragraphs it is safe to conclude that as far as the 
Islamic harraqas are concerned there were two types: one a cargo ship 
and the other, a smaller ship, a fire launcher. The evolution of these 
harraqa? over the centuries produced different types in the same place 
or in different regions. 

Finally, is there any connection between the European carraca (Eng 
carrack) and the Arab harraqa? When the early Muslim authors (6th- 
8th/ 12th- 14th c) were writing about their Christian counterpart they 
employed the Arabic nomenclature harraqa. Are they talking of one 
and the same vessel? Assuming that the European and Islamic craft 
were identical in type and function, then is the European nomencla- 
ture a derivation of the Arabic term? If that is the case the attempt to 
derive carraca from the verb carricare "to lade, to charge", as has been 
suggested, 168 denies any Arabic origins. Or is it the other way round: 
the Arab harraqa comes from a Eurpean source? Difficult questions to 
answer; it remains to see, therefore, what was then a European car- 
raca? 

Western medieval sources describe her as a cargo ship as well as a 
fighting ship, though, as far as I know, with no mention of ever being a 
fire launcher. 169 Iconographic evidence of European carraca?, (mid- 15th c) 
shows them carrying three to five masts (illustration 84): the fore and 
mainmasts had a square sail and the mizzen masts (one or two) car- 
ried a lateen sail. The hull was large on her athwartships, with fore 



167 Williamson 1972: 97-109; Huzzayin 1982: 151-6: Christides 1992: 38-45. 

168 Yule & Burnell 1994: 165. Dozy's (cited by Yule & Burnell) assertion that carraca 
is derived from the Islamic qurqura ibid.;, a "long or large ship" (see al-Zabldl 19/4, 
XIII: 401) is an interesting proposition but is one based on phonetics, historically, 
though, it cannot be proven. 

169 One of the earliest known is a Genoese car(r)aca, recorded 1157; others are: a. 
1338 Venetian-type; one carraca in a tempest mentioned by the Spaniard Clavijo in 
1403; an Andalusi carraca (1418-1452); the Portuguese carraca or caracca that sailed to 
South America in the sixteenth century; the Order of St John carracas and others that 
show that she was well in use to the end of the seventeenth century, see Pellegrini 
1978, II: 815; Yule & Burnell 1994: 165-6; on the carracks of the Order of St John, 
see Muscat & Cuschieri 2002: 15-20. 
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Illustration 84 A fifteenth-century three-masted carraca (after Blackburn 
1978: 89) 



and aft castles, carrying from 400 to more than 2,000 tons. 170 Other 
distinguishing features were the high freeboard and the number of 
guns she could carry. 171 One depiction of a craft on an Egyptian plate 
at the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo might represent an Islamic 
cargo/naval harraqa, as Christides and Pryor have pointed out 172 or 
perhaps a European carraca, as the market for selling such plates came 
from abroad. But this is mere speculation. The fact was that Muslim 
and European goods and ships were often interchangeable due to the 
frequency with which they were captured, whether through warfare or 
corsairing, such was the renamed Sanla Marin, a carraca of the Order 
of Saint John which was captured by the knights from the Ottoman 



170 Landstrom 1961: 92-5; on the hull evolution see Marshall 1989: 45; Muscat & 
Cuschieri 2002: 15. 

171 Muscat & Cuschieri 2002: 15. 

172 Christides 1984a: 148; Pryor 1992: 46-7. 
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Illustration 85 A Muslim harraqa. the Mu^arhina captured by the Knights of 
St John in 1507 (after Muscat & Cuschieri 2002: 16) 

Turks in 1507; she was the largest carraca they ever captured from the 
Ottomans, originally called the Mogarbina, though little is known about 
where and when she was built 173 (illustration 85). 

The galley ghurab 

The ghurab (pi ghirban or ugliriba) is a typical war vessel which was 
operated by oars and sails mentioned frequently by the Egyptian 
historians al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th c) 174 and al-MaqrlzI 
(d. 845/ 144 1-2) 175 and like the jafn described earlier was known as both 
a Muslim and Christian galley because of their similarities. 1,h 



173 Muscat & Cuschieri 2002: 15-7. 

174 See the Index in al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, VII: 147. 

175 Referred to as aghriba ghazat "military expeditionary galleys", see al-Maqrlzi 
1957-1973, IV (ii): 700; see also Agius 1998: 185-97. 

176 Our earliest mention of this ( raft is in 577/1181 to denote a Muslim corsair 
ship: Having left Tripoli (Libya), the ghurab encountered a merchant ship and after 
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Christides noted that the early tenth-century ghurdb was different to 
the Mamluk one mentioned circa the fifteenth century by al-MaqrlzI 
and al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI. 177 A few examples below will illustrate 
some of her features in the latter period. According to Ibn Abi Zar c 
(d. 726/1325-6), the ghurdb was the largest of the Muslim ships; 178 she 
was light with probably a few decks; she had one or two-masts and was 
square-rigged. The sails and masts of the ghurdb were tall and when the 
sails were fully spread the craft looked, in the author's poetic imagery, 
like "massive cities". More information about this type comes from 
Ibn Battuta d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377). By way of comparing two 
Indian Ocean war vessels, the 'ukayri with the ghurdb, he reports that 
an 'ukayri in Qandahar had 

sixty oars and [wa]s covered with a roof during battle in order to protect 
the rowers from arrows and stones. 

\ Jilii silluita imjdhafan icayttsai/t/a/it lima l-tjildl Italia Itlyiiinlhi l-jadhdhdjin shay 
min al-sahm wa-la l-hijara\. m 

In addition he compares the 'ukayri to the shillir, lli0 thus there are three 
war vessels with a similar description. From this we may conclude that 
the ghurdb was undecked (unlike the early 1 Oth-century type) and when 
engaged in battie the archers and rowers would have been exposed to 
the danger of their attackers. Ibn Battuta also states that the 'ukayri's 
hull was broader than that of the ghurdb. With regards, to the number 
of oars, Ibn MammatI (d. 606/ 1 209) says that the ghurdb was equipped 
with 140 oars, 181 and al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI claims that the largest 
ghurdb had 180 oars; 182 in both cases more than double the figure (60 
oars) given by Ibn Battuta for the Qandahari 'ukayri. Although the 
ghurdb is known to be a warship we have references to her being a cargo 
vessel: from the Genizah letters cargo »A mlb* .ailed from the Maghrib 



attacking die crew she seized die good.-, on board die vessel, see Amari 1863: 8 [269]. 
In 767/1365 Christian galleys approached the Egyptian coasi and diere were "24 
\ cnetian ghurabs, 2 Genoese ghurabs, 10 Rhodian ghurabs and 5 Frankish ghurabs . . .", 
see al-MaqnzI 1957-1973, III (i): 107; see other entries in al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 
1968-1976, VII: 147. 

177 Written communication (5 June 2005). 

178 Ibn Abi Zar' 1843-1846: 225. 

179 Ibn Battuta 1958-2000, IV: 800; idem, 1968, IV: 59; see also Kindermann 1934: 
52, 67, 70; ai-llainawl 1915: 43; Mahir 1967: 357-8; al-Nukhayll 1974: 102. 

180 Ibn Battuta 1968, IV: 107; idem, 1958-2000, IV: 820. 

181 Ibn MammatI 1943: 339-40. 

182 Al-Nuwayn l-Iskandaranl 1968-1976, II: 234-5. 
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and Sicily as well as those operating on the Nile, carrying shipments 
of carob and flax. 1 " 3 

The ghurdb is frequently mentioned in connection with the Arabian 
Sea 184 and the west coast of India after the arrival of the Portuguese 
in the early sixteenth century and she continued to do so until the 
mid-eighteenth century. 185 The 1519 Portuguese map of Lopo Homem- 
Reineis shows a number of Arabian galleys, a few of which could be 
Turkish ghurdb?,. They look smaller than the Portuguese three-masted 
caravels: two forward masts were square-rigged and the mizzen was 
lateen rigged (caravela rotunda) 186 (illustration 86). 

I mentioned earlier that the name ghurdb, as in the early centuries, 
applied to both Muslim and Christian war vessels. Consider, Sidi Ali in 
1552, writing about the Portuguese fleet in the Indian Ocean, reports 
that in addition to 4 carracks they had 3 ghurdbs; the latter he described 
as "great (rowing) vessels"; he also says that there were 12 smaller 
ghurdbs, which are said to be "galliots with oars". 187 

The ship-nomenclature ghurdb is absent from Classical Arabic lexica. 
In the Mediterranean the Arabic name corresponded to a "galera", 
according to the 1505 Vocabulista of Pedro de Alcala 188 and Amari (cited 
by Dozy) describes her as a "galea dans l'ancienne tradition latine": 189 
both were equating her with the western type of galley, which in gen- 
eral terms is true. Ghurdb is Arabic, meaning "raven", and other names 
of ship-types in the medieval period seemingly had names of birds 
such as hamdma (dove) "a transport ship" and tayra (big bird) "a swift 
boat". 190 That the prow of the ghurdb may have looked like a raven's 
head is possible but there is no reference to this effect. However, she 
would have appeared to be black like a raven because she was coated 
with tar to protect her from water seeping through the planks [sawdduhd 



183 TS 10, J29, fol. 10; TS 12.386; TS 14.13; TS 13, J25, fol. 9; see Goitein 1999, 
I: 476-7, fn. 12. 

184 Serjeant 1974: 44, 48, 50-1, 57-8, 62-7, 82, always referred to in the translation 
of the chronicles as "grab". 

185 Agius 2002: 61-3. 

186 Cortesao & Da Mota 1960, I: pi. 19; original map in Lopo Homem-Rcmeis, 
Atlas de 1519. 

187 Cited by Yule & Burnell 1994: 363. 

188 Corriente 1989: 217. 

189 Dozy 1967, II: 204. 

190 See my article on al-Muqaddasi's ship-types, 1997: 324, 328; idem, 2005c: 
387-8. 
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Illustration 86 Portuguese caravels and Ottoman ghurabs in the Atlas de 1519 
of Lopo Homem-Reineis (after Cortesao & Da Mota, 1960, I: pi. 19) 



bil-atliyya l-mani'u Hl-mtl anha ka-l-zi/i]- 191 A mixture of tar (dark brown 
or black) and coarse resin was used to cover the oakum when caulking 
the seams of the planks (see Chapter 4). Vollers argues that the ship- 
term is from the Latin carabus and ultimately from Greek Kapocfkx; "a 
light ship". 192 This is unclear because the Greek term may be connected 
with the Arabic qarib, a widely used type which was modelled after the 
Byzantine ship. 193 



Al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI 1968-1976, II: 230. 
Kindermann 1934: 68; Liddell & Scott 1953: 877. 
See my discussion on the ghurab in Agius 1998: 188. 
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The galley called qit'a 

The qit'a (pi qita\ aqta' or qata'i') is generally associated with the Medi- 
terranean war galley {qit'a harbiyya) and one which was common use 
too: In 557/1 162, Ibn Abl Zar 1 (d. 726/1325-6) reports that Abd al- 
Mu'min had 400 armed qit'as ready for battle all along the Moroccan 
coast. 194 Other references are found in Islamic sources of the Crusades: 
"There sailed a fleet of 300 qit'as" [wa-sara l-ustul fi thalatha ma'a qit'a]; 
"Many qit'as were taken from the Egyptian fleet" [wa-akhadha min ustul 
misr 'iddat qit'a]; "He had 16 qit'as" [wa kana lahu fi l-bahr sittat 'ashara 
qit'a]. 195 They also served as transport vessels for troops, horses etc. 196 
The qit'a was mentioned in several Genizah letters. 197 Some particulars 
about this craft are provided by al-Asyuti (fl. 9th/ 15th c), he writes: 

She is very broad at both bottom and top; containing- lower and upper 
decks; (ornamented with) potsherded roshans cased with windows towering 
above the sea; she had water tanks, ovens and latrines; space for growing 
vegetables; sails and anchors; (but) no oars. . . . 

[wa-sufluhd wa- 'uluwuhd mutassi' 'jiddan wa-tashtamilu 'aid tabaqdt fi l-sufl wa- 'aid 
libdq /T /- it/Fnc dlull imcd.\hin iim.\hat/i/a/a madhuna In-idqdl muslmj'a wa-mutllla 
'aid l-bahr wa-sahdnj ica-a/ran ica-iiiiirlajif/dl ica-ard ina/nl.dia h'd-iitrdh li-'jir 
al-khadrdwdt wa-sawdn wa-qild' wa-mardsi wa-laysa bihd maqddif \ . 1911 

He adds that the sails are used if the ship is carrying a large num- 
ber of passengers and crew. 199 Like other Arabic sources mention of 
number of masts is missing. The above report says that the roshans 
(casement windows) were jutting out into the sea. The whole idea of 
a roshan existed "to catch the light rather than the breeze". 200 It is not 
clear from the text whether glass windows were used; if the qit'a did 
she would predate the European ship which at the time did not use 
windows in the transom. 201 



194 Ibn Abl Zar' 1843-1846: 91, 224 seq. 

195 RHC 1967, I: 213. 354, 411, 667, II: 107. 

196 RHC 1967, I: 351 seq.: sec also Imad al-Dln 1888: 224; Ibn Shaddad 1964: 
122-3. 

197 TS 8, J23, fol.13; TS 8, J24, fol. 21: TS 10, J19, fol. 5; TS 12.325; see Goitein 
1973: 322-3; idem, 1999, I: 307-8. 

198 Al-AsyuO 1996, I: 79. 

199 Ibid. 

200 Greenlaw 1995: 21. 

201 Information from Ralph Morris, 5 June 2007. 
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Illustrations 87 & 88 West Indian kotias descendants of the Arabian qit'a 
([left] after Hawkins 1977: 93; [right] courtesy of Caroline Sassoon) 

The Indian Ocean connection coincides with the coming of the 
Portuguese in the sixteenth century. We are told in the chronicles of 
Bafqlh al-Shahrl that the qit'a?, which were moored at west of Mukalla 
belonged to the Portuguese: 202 one report in 939/1532 says that the 
Franks (i.e. the Portuguese) passed by a place called Maifa with 14 
qit'a? and another states that in 945/1538-9 the Frankish fleet at Dabul 
consisted of 150 qit'as.' m Only Ahmad b. Majid (d. after 906/1500) 
seems to record the Islamic counterpart but has no comments as to 
her provenance, her function and the design of the craft. If there were 
any Islamic qit'as in the Western Indian Ocean were they built locally 
or brought over from the Mediterranean? 

The Arabic root Iq.t.'.l means "to cross (a river or an ocean)", 204 
hence the name for a ship appropriately called qit'a. Moore and Serjeant 
believe that the modern Indian cotia or kotia is the descendant of the 
medieval qit'a; her features, they argue, are a modified survival of a 
sixteenth-century European vessel 205 (illustrations 87 & 88). In modern 



202 Shihab 1987: 54-5. 

203 Serjeant 1974: 65, 92. 

204 Wehr 1966: 774. 

205 Moore 1925: 76; Serjeant 1974: 65, 135. 
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times until fairly recent times the Arabian version named kutiyya was 
built in Kuwait and Bahrain. 206 



The tarrada 

The tarrad(a) (pi tarand) was the most commonly used Indian Ocean 
war vessel in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. We often find her 
mentioned by the Portuguese authors (recorded as terada or terradd) and 
the HadramI chronicles on Portuguese activites (1498-1577) which refer 
to her as tarrad (pi tardnd). One Portuguese document reports that the 
craft was stitched with coir, 207 as other indigenous craft were at the time. 
We are told that hundreds of tarrddas were burnt by the Portuguese in 
ports and anchorages between May 1623 and March 1628. 208 It seems 
that the Portuguese were informed that there was a larger tarrada-type 
used in combats while a smaller version was a ship's working boat; in 
either case the verb-root tarada "to chase, hunt" 209 which gave the name 
tarrada is quite appropriate to the context of war. In the Commentaries of 
Alfonso de Albuquerque (d. 1515), the author reports of a war-tarrada 
equipped with "small guns and men wearing sword-proof dresses and 
armed head to foot, most of them being archers"; the text also includes 
a description on the tarrddas decorated with flags and standards and 
coloured ensigns. 210 An illustration I found of two sixteenth-century 
warships seems to fit the description of the tarrddas in the Commentar- 
ies. The artist depicts the two ships facing each other in a mirror-like 
effect; dark-coloured men are wearing loincloths; some are standing 
carrying fire arms or shooting arrows while others are seated rowing 
the boats. From this illustration we can gather that these tarrddas, if 
my guess is correct, are one-masted and powered by lateen sails and 
oars (illustration 89). 



206 Agius 2002: 55-7. 

207 CDRAD — Portuguese Archives, ANTE Fragmentos, Cx. 1 — Documented da 
India M°l, no. 68. 

208 CDRAD— Portuguese Archives, AHU, Conselho Ultramarino, COD 501, K 
169-170 [1646]. 

209 Wehr 1966: 556; see other usages in Agius 2002: 44. 

210 Commentaries 1875-1884, I: 105. Other references to this craft used in combat is 
found in the seventeenth eenturv. see ( TRAD — Portuguese Archives, AHU, Conselho 
Ultramarino, COD 501, S. 96-8, 1 10-1, 169-70v 238-40 [1645-1646]; CDRAD— Por- 
tuguese Archives, ANTT, Livros das Mancoes, liv. 51, fol. 235, no. 4 [Goa, 4 March 
1643]; liv. 59, ff 82-4v [1648]. 
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Illustration 89 Sixteenth-century war tarradas (after De Matos 1985: 69) 



Concluding comments 

The current hypothesis is that Muslim warships did not differ greatly 
from their non-Muslim counterparts. This assumption is based on what 
the Greek and Arabic sources (2nd-3rd/8th-9th c) report on ship- 
ping facilities at the Levantine port towns. With the facilities came the 
techniques of shipbuilding and the local experienced shipwrights who 
were Greeks, Copts and Persians from Western Mesopotamia. 211 For 
the later periods, the evidence shows that the Muslim Mediterranean 
did not lag behind the Christian West, as far as dockyards and techni- 
cal skills were concerned, during the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. 212 
The claim that the Islamic world in the 8th/ 14th century "could not 
compete with such [western] craft or have its own ships" has no cre- 
dence. 213 Information exists on building techniques such as the Ayyubid 
arsenal mentioned by Ibn MammatI (d. 606/1209) 214 and a fair amount 
of shipbuilding activity at Awra Island and Bulaq during the Mamluk 



211 Among the Greek sources the most important is Theophanes the Confessor's 
(d. 818 CE) Chronographia which is a set of annals based on a number of materials 
collected by George Synkcllos and other lost contemporary sources; for the Arabic 
sources al-Baladhuri's (d. 279/ 892 /•/////// al-hiihlmi is the most informative on naval 
ports, see Fahmy 1966: 27, 30-42; Santoro 1978: 1-9, 32-4, 122. 

212 Lewis & Runyan 1985: 57. 

213 Ibid. 

214 Ibn Mammas 1943: 339-40. 



356 



CHAPTER TWELVE 



period. We are told that the amir Yalbulgha Atabeg took an interest in 
the construction of galleys which were to be used against the Franks 
in 767/ 1365. 215 It was a huge enterprise which the vizier took charge 
of: 1 00 warships of the ghurdb and tanda-type were built and the amir 
bestowed grants to all those who wanted to enrol themselves on the 
sea. Ghurdbs were built in Bulaq in 828/1424 and some of them were 
destined to strengthen the Red Sea and Indian Ocean Mamluk navy, 
so ship planks were transported on camels to Suez where they were 
assembled together to sail in the Red Sea. 216 Raw material was not scarce 
in the fourth-fifth/tenth-eleventh centuries. The expertise was there; 
recruitment to construct warships came from among Egyptian natives 
but also Maghribis (North Africans). Trade in timber, as the Genizah 
letters reveal, was active between the Italian towns of Amain, Genoa 
and Venice and Fatimid Egypt in the sixth/twelfth century. 217 In dif- 
ficult times Fatimid Egypt turned to India. 218 We are told by al-MaqrlzI 
(d. 846/1442) that acacia grew in the woodland of Egypt during the 
Fatimid and Ayyubid periods. Its wood was carried to the coast from 
the Nile to construct the shim. 219 Other timber like the sycamore was 
used to construct the ghurdb. 2 ' 20 

That the Genizah documents refer to several Indian Ocean cargo 
vessels as warships 'harhT~ n may suggest that both merchantmen and war 
vessels could function as both. Consider the Muslim tarida [s.v] which 
was principally used for transport for the infantry, but also in times of 
peace functioned as a cargo ship. In some respects, as Khalilieh argues, 
although with some exceptions, both commercial vessels and warships 
were not structurally dissimilar. 222 No doubt some war vessels which 
were only used for fighting must have been slight because speed was the 
main factor. Cargo/transport vessels were judged on their hull strength 
because of the long periods they had to sail and were heavier. 

In terms of images of Muslim war vessels some pictorial evidence 
can be found in the Ioannes Skylitzes' Chronicle (12th c) which contains 
illuminations depicting naval activities of Byzantine war vessels as 



2,3 Al-MaqrlzI 1957-1973. Ill (i): 113. 

216 Ibid., IV (ii): 686. 

217 Goiteinl999, I: 46. 

218 Al-Maqnzl 1957-1973. IV lii;: 688; Fahmy 1966: 143-7. 

219 Al-MaqrTzI 1911-1924, IV: 258. 

220 Idem, 1957-1973, IV (ii): 688. 

221 Udovitch 1978, II: 522-3. 

222 Khalilieh 1995: 26. 
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well as Muslim sliataudh. li/n r/n/iK and others. For the Western Indian 
Ocean we have images from the Lopo Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 1519 
and other Portuguese material which offer some examples of fighting 
ships of which some seem to be ghurabs. The question is how far dif- 
ferent were Muslim ships from the enemy ships? Did captured vessels 
by Muslims maintain the original classified names or were they given 
different names? 

The seizure of war vesssels on either side by the Muslims and non- 
Muslims brought about a cross-fertilization in naval architecture, which 
meant that at times they were on a par in technology However, our 
knowledge of these war-type vessels, both in the Mediterranean and the 
Western Indian Ocean, is severely limited unless more concrete evidence 
such as shown by the wrecks of the seventh-century Yassi Ada at the 
southern coast of Turkey 223 the ninth-century Belitung (Indonesian) 
wreck recovered in the Java Sea, 224 the eleventh-century Serce Limani 
ship, south of Turkey opposite Rhodes, 225 the thirteenth-fifteenth- 
century shipwreck found at Kadakkarappally on the Malabarian coast, 226 
and others can come forward. These are all cargo ships but we live in 
hope that one day a war vessel will be found. 

Both iconography and underwater archaeology could in principle 
provide new documentation. Their scarcity is hindering us from recon- 
structing a historical coherence and an appreciation of what the early 
Muslim warships looked alike. In their absence, the primary Arabic, 
Greek and European, Indian and Chinese sources do give us some infor- 
mation and while some maritime historians may come up with theories 
as to the origins of such ships, their progress is slow or blocked because 
of the lack of data which makes any attempt at analysis systematically 
difficult. In the absence of concrete data, what alternatives are there? 
The next chapter will explore linguistic and cultural modalities for the 
further understanding of the history of the Classic Ships of Islam. 



223 Van Doorninck 1972: 133-58. 

224 Flecker 2000: 203-4; idem, 2001: 335-54. 

225 Bass & Van Doorninck Jr. 1978: 119-32. 

226 See Tomalin et al. 2004. 
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LANGUAGE AND CULTURE CONTACT: 
TERMINOLOGY AND TECHNOLOGY 

So=-j JaI i^lA (^"^j 

The language of the people of this region is Arabic, 
except in Suhar, where they call out to one another 
and speak in Persian. The majority of the people 
of 'Adan and Judda are Persian, yet their language 
is Arabic. 1 

Al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of the 4th/ 1 Oth c) 

The last stage of this book is an inquiry into language spread and 
language dominance in the Western Indian Ocean, in particular the 
mark that languages have left in nautical and maritime terminology. I 
will consider the relevance of linguistic moulds to to our understanding 
of the history and culture of watercraft. Finally, there is the question 
of cultural and technological exchange, how far did it go and what 
were its implications? 

Trade language 

Languages spread for different reasons: trade, military or religious. 
During the Sumerian period (before the third millennium BCE), 
we have in Mesopotamia a nourishing urban civilization which was 
predominantly agricultural with a well-organized communal life. The 
Sumerians built canals and developed effective systems of irrigation, a 
legacy which was passed on to the Akkadian period (third millennium 
BCE). From waterways to navigation was a natural transition. Trade 



1 Aid hadlia i > in wa kalamahum 

bil-farisiyya u-a-akllumi aid Adan wa-Judda Furs Ma anna l-lugha 'arabivya, al-MuqaddasT 
1906: 96; idem 2001: 82. 
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spread from Mesopotamia to the Persian Gulf and the West Indian 
coast; Akkadian, written in cuneiform (c. 2,500 BCE), was the vehicle 
for a nautical terminology (of sea and river navigation) which was 
inherited by Aramaic and later Arabic speakers. Aramaic became the 
language of the masses throughout the Assyrian empire (c. first millen- 
nium BCE) and remained a lingua franca through several centuries of 
Islamic expansion, with pockets of it (Neo-Aramaic) still spoken today 
in Syria and Northern Iraq. 

Sanskrit, throughout this time, was an important trade language. 
It reached the coasts of Southeast Asia and it was used for liturgical 
activities: Indian missionaries employed locals to guide them to new 
territories; they even hired the indigenous to accompany them as they 
spread their beliefs and extended their trade. Their influence was so 
great that Sanskrit left its mark on a number of Indian languages of 
the coastal communities, traces of which are still present today in the 
nomenclature of navigation, tides, winds and currents, sea-life and 
star recognition (see Chapter 6). 2 The contact of Mesopotamian with 
Indian mariners was one of trade but also technological exchange and 
adopting terminology. One has to ask, therefore, whether terms end- 
ing in /-an/ or /-dm/ are of Akkadian or Sanskrit origin; or whether 
Akkadian in the first place borrowed such terms from Sanskrit? Here 
are a few examples: bdndni "sailor": daman "leeward"; dhubbdn "a unit of 
measure consisting of 4 isba's - 6° 28"; didabdn "onlooker"; firman "the 
main yard"; karrdni "scribe" (< San karana); rahmdni "pilot guide"; rubbdn 
"sea captain; navigator"; shilmdn "the rib"; and sukkdn "rudder". 

Trade languages played a significant part in language spread. Muslim 
missionaries (merchants and mariners) followed the footsteps of Hindu 
religious leaders as well as Buddhist monks and saints in spreading their 
faith and trading with the indigenous in the Eastern Indian Ocean. As 
evidenced by the writings of Muslim geographers and historians, trade 
spread as far as China during the Sasanian period (224 or 227 to 651 
CE) and continued to do so in the Islamic period, right through the 
third/ninth century and probably later (see Chapter 3). The language 
of Islam was Arabic but the language that the merchants and mariners 
spoke and traded with was not necessarily Arabic; it seems more likely 
that Persian and later Indian were significantly dominant. 



2 See Arunachalam (1996: 261-81), on his consultation of a number of early and 
more recent manuscripts; his corroboratory data on living practices and oral tradi- 
tions; his extensive fieldwork along the Indian coast; and his interviews with elderly 
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Language dominance 

The reasons for language dominance are more complicated than they 
look on the surface. Sumerian and Akkadian cuneiform literature 
produced a shared language technology in the middle of the second 
millennium BCE. They were then replaced by Aramaic, the latter was 
adapted by the nomads of the Northern Arabian Peninsula, who were 
culturally and linguistically absorbed in the Mesopotamian culture. 
Initially, Aramaic was a language for the rich Jewish community, but 
then it developed into the vernacular for the masses on a wider level. 
Technology nourished; writing was introduced using an alphabetic 
script and material-cultural technology was recorded, revealing the lives 
of communities from trade to religion, their crafts and their material 
culture, whether domestic or foreign. 

Arabic, akin to Aramaic, took over the role of this once-established 
lingua franca and within a century, Arabic established itself as the lan- 
guage of Islam. Liturgically and administratively that was certainly the 
case, but Arabic did not become the vernacular among the communi- 
ties who were not Arabic-speaking, and who had settled in increasing 
numbers on the seacoasts. The possibility is that seafaring communities 
on the Arabian /Persian littorals, from the Parthian (c. 330 BCE-240 
CE) down to the Sasanian period (224 or 227 to 651 CE) understood 
each other in a common language, probably Pahlavi (Middle Persian), 
but also that a creolized register of Pahlavi-Arabic was practised by the 
harbour people from a different linguistic background should not be 
ruled out. For the seafarers, the native tradition existed in a common 
literature and terminology: Sanskrit until the middle of the first mil- 
lennium CE, and Persian up to the middle of the second millennium 
CE; both languages are of the Indo-European family. 



Persian dominance 

With the coming of Islam, trade, sanctioned by the Qur'an, 3 strength- 
ened the existing bonds between the Arabians, Persians and Indians but 
also the Javanese, Sumatrans and Chinese, thus reaching as far as the 
seas of China. As I pointed out above, Arabic had become the official 
administrative and liturgical language by then, but Persian had always 



3 Surat al-Nisa' (The Women) IV: 29. 
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been an important trading language; the question is: how much of its 
importance had it retained in Early and Middle Medieval Islam? 

The presence of Arabians and Persians in the ports of Ubulla, Al- 
Bahrayn and Oman during the Sasanian period is well attested by the 
historians al-Baladhurl (d. c. 279/892-3) and al-Tabart (d. 310/922-3). 4 
It is clear from Arabic sources that in the early centuries of Islam 
Persians were settled along both littorals of the Persian Gulf while the 
Arabians lived in the mountains and the desert. 5 One main source for 
the Persian dominance in the fourth/tenth century is al-MuqaddasI (fl. 
second half of the 4th/ 10th c): he clearly speaks of a mixed population 
that prospered on the Arabian and Persian coasts. In Sohar, he writes, 
there was a large Persian population who occupied much of the town 
[gad ghalaba 'alayha l-Furs]. 6 From pre-Islamic times, this well-located 
port town always attracted many merchants from Persia. 7 Arabic was 
peripherally spoken, perhaps mainly by the Bedouins, for Persian was 
the main language of the inhabitants." He also claims that Persians 
outnumbered the rest among the population of Aden and Jeddah [wa- 
aktharu ahli 'Adan wa-Judda Furs. . .].'' His report comes in the heyday of 
the Daylamite rule of Persia when Aden and Jeddah were taken under 
their control (4th/ 10th c). During this transition, some wealthy Persians 
probably abandoned Siraf and established themselves in Aden and Jed- 
dah (see Chapter 3). In all instances, the language was Arabic [ilia anna 
l-lugha 'arabiyya], al-Muqaddasi ascertains, 10 by which he meant that the 
written language for official matters was Classical Arabic. 

The above examples are but a few; the Persian presence was relatively 
strong in major ports of the Persian Gulf and the Southern Arabian 
coast way into the eighth/fourteenth century as in the case of Basra, 
Sohar, Qalhat and Aden. As Arabic was the administrative language 
for all legal and state correspondence, it is understood that Persian- 



4 See for example, al-Baladhurl 1866: 78, 431-2; al-Tabarl 1965, IV (i): 2021-23; 
V (i): 2545-8, 2560-4 seq.; idem, 1989, XIII: 126-8, 140-5. 

5 Hoyland 2003: 28-9. 

6 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 92; idem, 2001: 79. 

7 Al-Rawas 2000: 40. 

8 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 96; idem, 2001: 82. 

9 Al-Muqaddasi 's observations on the use of Arabic in these towns are worth 
noting: "The people of 'Adan sa\ , all Ibi 'nrli his two fret), the) sny jadnyna/i 
itx yadayh (his two hands . and so lorlli". al-Muqadda<r 1900: 90: unlike other Arabic 
dialects and Classical Arabic, in this instance the / -n-/ of the dual is maintained with 
an attached pronoun. 

10 Al-Muqaddasi 1906: 96. 



LANGUAGE AND CULTURE CONTACT 



365 



speakers spoke it at least in a formal capacity. But among themselves 
they would have conducted their business in Persian and still continued 
to follow instructions on maritime matters in Persian. 

The most skilled seafarers and experienced shipbuilders were the 
Persians, the Sirafis in particular, 11 though, it must be said, Omanis 
and Yemenites are mentioned too. 12 But the Omani seafarers that 
al-Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) writes about are most probably Persian; 
Oman was colonized by Persians several centuries before Islam and 
intermittently after. Consider Persianized Oman in the last years of 
the Khwarazmian rule (c. 470-628/1077-1231): a certain Mahmud b. 
Ahmad learnt of the strategic importance of Qalhat (north of present 
Sur, SE Oman); he usurped its throne after 61 1/1214 and brought the 
whole of the coast from Musandam in the north of Oman to Dhofar 
on the Southern Arabian coast under his command. Over the next 
two hundred years Qalhat became increasingly Persianized. 13 It was 
an important administrative and political centre, "a great and noble 
city", Marco Polo (d. 1323) called it, 14 that controlled the mouth of 
the Persian Gulf; importantly though, it was the gateway to India and 
China. Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377), who spoke Persian, 
could not help but comment on the Persian language which, he says, 
dominated the harbour town. 15 He also observes a dialect feature, pecu- 
liar to Qalhatis: for every sentence they utter they put a la (i.e. "no") 
at the end, for example, "you eat, no; you walk, no; you do so-and-so, 
no". 16 Arabic, no doubt, would have been spoken in Qalhat but it was 
more of a language that nomads or settlers used in the mountains or 
the valleys nearby. 

Ibn Battuta notes the presence of Persians in the West Indian ports 
and spoke Persian when Arabic was not understood. Niccolo de' Conti 
(d. 1469), when he landed in Calicut, remarked what "a very noble 



11 Al-RamhurmuzT 1888 1886: 2. i 5. 7, 12-14, 16-17, 19, 36, 62, 64, 98, 105, 137, 
141-2, 148, 152, 161, 165; al-Istakhrl 1927: 138; al-MuqaddasI 1906: 18; al-Masudl 
1983, I: 123; see also Chau-Ju-Kua 1911: 33. 

12 Al-Masudl 1983, I: 114, 122. 

13 I refer the reader particularly to Aubin's articles (1953; 1959; 1971 and 1973) 
which offer a detailed study on the political and economic history of the region 
(7th-10th/13th-16th c) based on primary Persian sources. 

14 Cathay and the Way Thither 1913 1916, II: 449-51. 

15 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 224-6. 

16 Idem, 1958-2000, II: 396-7. 
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emporium of the Persians" it was. Poggio Bracciolini, who recounts 
the travels of De' Conti reports about him: 

Here [in Calicut], having remained for some time, he learned the Persian 
language, of which he afterwards made great use. ..." 

East Africa too, attracted Persian settlers during the Sasanian years 
and, from the early centuries of Islam, merchants and shipbuilders 
known as Shirazis, are reported to have made the East African coast 
their home. Although they were called Shirazis they were not necessar- 
ily from Shiraz, explains Serjeant. 18 Many probably came from Siraf 19 
and had migrated to East Africa in the diaspora of the fourth/tenth- 
century economic and political crisis of the Persian Gulf (see Chapter 
3). As commercial links flourished with the Red Sea and India during 
the Fatimid and Mamluk periods (4th/ 10th to 8th/ 14th c), the Persian 
community was very active in East Africa. But their dominance, it 
seems, started to diminish at the time of the coming of the Portuguese 
masters and Indians appear to take their place. Not only did Indians 
man the Indian Ocean vessels at the time, but some were owners and 
others financed large vessels. 20 Many of them, shipowners and merchants 
alike, established agencies on the East African coast, as well as on the 
Southern Arabian and the Red Sea coasts. 



Arabic and the Portuguese 

The level of civilization which the Portuguese encountered on the East 
African coast in 1487 must have greatly impressed them. They saw a 
trade-link, long established with Mombasa and Mogadishu and with 
Cambay on the West Indian coast. Sofala was an important trading 
centre where Muslims came from the northern port towns of Kilwa, 
Mombasa and Malindi in yw/Zwr/s to trade in cotton cloth and beads for 
which the Sofalis paid in gold (see Chapter 3). When they anchored at 
the ports they found many settiers who spoke Arabic. 



17 India in the Fifteenth Century 1857: 2.5. 

18 Serjeant 1974: 9. 

19 Trimingham 1975: 124-5; 128-9. 

2(1 See the Yemenite fiscal survey dated 815/ 1412, Mukkhkhas al-fitan in Serjeant 1974: 
10, 25 seq.; see also Smith's translation and commentary of the Mukkhkhas (2006). 
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Duarte Barbosa (d. 1521) gives an insightful description of the immi- 
grant population of Muslim and non-Muslim merchants from Arabia, 
Persia, and India into East Africa. 21 He offers information on the coastal 
communities, their trade and language; a unique account because, for 
the first time, a western writer provides ethnographical data which, since 
the time Ibn Battuta had set foot in the area, were almost forgotten. 
The influx of Arabians intermarrying with East Africans goes back to 
long before the advent of Islam. Consider the Hadhramis who played 
a key role in colonizing and civilizing East Africa; their presence is also 
noted on the west coast of India, often known as Shehiris, though it 
must not be interpreted that they all came from Shihr on the Southern 
Arabian coast, some perhaps did. 

Arabic, for a number of centuries, had put down roots in a number 
of coastal towns outside the Arabian Peninsula. How deep and far 
were these roots spread we do not know. Arabian traders must have 
communicated in some sort of language which was a mixture of the 
indigenous with a simplified trading Arabic. One Portuguese source 
points to the use of a pidginized form of Arabic: Luis Vaz de Camoes 
(d. 1580), a poet, captures this repertoire among the settlers of the 
East African coast, 

Some Arabic words were mingled 
with the language they were speaking; 

[Palavra alguma Arabica se conhece 
entre a linguagem sua, que fallavao] , 22 

This is a level of Arabic which would have been dominant in trading 
areas and in the bazaars where Persian and Arabic were not the main 
languages. If we extrapolate this medieval linguistic scenario to modern 
times a visitor would notice in an Arabian Gulf suq (market) a mixed 
language being spoken by the sellers and buyers; a kind of bazaar 
register, understood only by Afghans, Arabians, East Africans, Indians 
and Pakistanis. 23 They would use a mixture of Arabic with the Indian 
languages and Swahili, and the occasional English words and phrases 



Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 91-2. 

22 Camoes, 1997 [Canto V, vs 76): 1 13; translated by Landeg White. 

2:i See for example, the study by Hobrom (1992) on Pidgin Arabic among Indian 
labourers in Saudi Arabia. Also of intercsi is Hunter Smeaton's (1973) study on the 
borrowing from Persian, Urdu, Hindi and English into the Saudi Arabian Qatif and 
Hasa dialects through the mixture of Arabians with Indians, Pakistanis, Iranians and 
Americans at the ARAMC ( ) Arabian American Oil Company) base in the 1950s. 
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thrown in here and there. It would have been the same linguistic sce- 
nario in the Classical and Medieval period: it was quite common to 
find foreign merchants and mariners communicating in some pidginized 
form of Arabic or Persian, the result of different people speaking many 
tongues but no principal language. 24 

On board their caravels, the Portuguese carried Arabic interpreters. 
Prior to their voyage to the Indian Ocean they must have known that 
knowledge of Arabic was necessary Fernao Martins was one of these 
interpreters: he "spoke Arabic to some of the Negroes who understood 
it...". 25 Where the Lusiadas of Camoes reports on Africans not being 
able to converse with the Portuguese, he writes of their frustration: 

But, since, in the end, my companions 

never managed to get a single word from them 

that would give some sign of what we were looking for, 

we unfurled our sails and raised our anchors. 

[Mas, como nunca, enfim, meus companheiros 
palavra sua alguu'a Ike alcangaram 
que desse algum sinal do que buscamos, 
as velas dando, as dncoras levdmos]. 26 

The pilots that were invited on board the S. Raphael all spoke Arabic. 
Their ethnic background, however, is not known; they could have 
been Arabians from Yemen or Oman, Persians or Indians who spoke 
Arabic. Vasco da Gama (d. 1524) and his crew spoke to skilled naviga- 
tors in Arabic in order to obtain their services to cross from Malindi 
to Calicut. 27 

Interpreters might have travelled all the way from Portugal or were 
picked up from port towns in the Indian Ocean wherever the caravels 
put in: De Albuquerque (d. 151 5), when at anchor off Aden, took on 
board a sea captain by the name of Gregorio da Quadra. This Gregorio 



24 See for example Book of Duarte Barbosa 1918-1921, I: 15, 18, 31; see also Agius 
1996: 105-6, 109, 122, 430-1. 

25 Cited by the historian Joao de Barros (d. 1570), see Three Voyages of Vascu da (lama 
1869: 76, fn. 1. 

26 Camoes Canto Y, vs 64. A literal translation is provided l>v David Frier (written 
communication 17 August 2006 . While's translation of the first two lines read: "for 
all our desire to converse w ith ihem/neitlier with words nor signs could we prevail (my 
italics)" (Camoes 1997: 110); according to David Frier, the translation is misleading for 
he argues that "if this passage were being looked at in time of modern ideas about 
intercultural communication, then White's use of the word 'prevail' would suggest a 
Eurocentrism which is not borne out by the Portuguese original". 

27 Three Voyages of Vasco da Gama 1869: 82. 
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recounted to the Portuguese admiral his story of how he and his crew 
were captured and taken as captives to Aden and were thrown into a 
dry cistern. It is reported that during eight years in captivity, 

[Da Quadra] lost no time in learning the Arabic tongue, and could 
speak the language very well, so much that the people could not believe 
that he was not a Moor. 28 

When De Albuquerque (d. 151 5) was ready with his fleet to set out 
from the harbour of Aden to the Red Sea he arranged to send ahead 
of him a ship which Joao Gomez had captured, along with 20 Portu- 
guese and a Jew as interpreter who was familiar with the geographical 
conditions of the Red Sea. This Jew advised them to take a local pilot 
as he would have had great experience of all the shallows and harbours 
of these parts. 29 Caspar Rodriguez was the chief interpreter of De 
Albuquerque's expedition and Pero Vaz Dorta, factor of the fleet, acted 
also as interpreter. It was Rodriguez who played an important role in 
the negotiations with the Muslims at Socotra, Qalhat and Hormuz. 3 " 
The job may have had some rewarding moments but the differences 
of cultures and breaches of trust made diplomatic efforts difficult and 
sometimes ended disastrously. 

It is clear from these few examples that the Portuguese authors were 
cognizant of the fact that Arabic was an important lingua franca in the 
Indian Ocean. The point to make here is that thanks to their intelligence 
back home the Portuguese were well equipped with Arabic interpret- 
ers, but no Persian experts were ever mentioned in their chronicles. If 
Arabic was the language of trade as the Portuguese sources lead us to 
believe the question arises: was Arabic also the language for nautical 
and maritime terminology? 

The coastal towns of the Western Indian Ocean were the home of 
merchants, traders, mariners and craftsmen, many of whom were non- 
Arabians. Apart from the East African linguistic varieties and language 
minorities on the African Red Sea coast, Persian was, it seems, the 
most common foreign language which was well known to mariners and 
merchants in the Indian Ocean; the nautical terminology they used and 
the maritime manuals they followed are proof, no doubt, of the Persian 
foreign dominance (see Chapter 6), but Indian (and its varieties) must 



28 Commentaries 1875-1884, IV: 49-50. 

29 Ibid., IV: 126. 

30 Ibid., I: 46-51, 63, 106, 124. 
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have also played an important role; a language which the Portuguese 
were in contact with for over a century, both introducing a vocabulary 
of material-cultural terms and one relating to ship-parts terminology. 

Borrowing of nautical and maritime terminology 

No language barrier would have alienated those who wished to com- 
municate their ideas by word or drawing. When a technique is bor- 
rowed, the borrower would absorb the term of the source language. 
Many nautical and maritime terms still exist in the modern repertoire 
of the Arabian /Persian Gulf which demonstrates this exchange over 
the centuries. 31 

Several of the nomenclatures of crew members are of Indian and 
Persian origin: dan "sail master" (< Hm);fanjari "look-out man" (< Per 
panjari; cf. panjar "a window; a cage, coop"); 32 khalasi "sailor" (< Hin); 33 
nakhudha "ship master" (< Hin nao "ship" + < Per khuda "lord"); nuti 
"sailor" (< Hin; cf. Gr vavni;); 34 and tandil "chief sailor" (< Malay). 35 

Many boat and ship-terms are of Persian or Indian origin: ahawra 
"war vessel" (< Hin); balam "dugout canoe" (< Per belem < (?) Skt val- 
iant); biraja "launch" (< Hin bera "large boat"); daw "trading vessel" (< 
Per dawh); dunij "coastal boat" (< Per duni "a long swift vessel" < Hin 
denga/ donga "a small boat"); falu "a ship's boat" (Ben pulwah/ pulwar "a 
boat of the Bengali rivers"); hurt "dugout canoe" (< Hin hori < Skt 
hodd); jashujiyya "transport ship" (cf. Per jashu "sailor"); kundura "small 
boat" (cf. Per kandara "a small water bird",:; sluibbara "a river boat" (< 
Per shahi + bar "a royal boat"); sunbuq "trading vessel" (< Per sambuk < 
Skt gambuka); zanbariyya "a large vessel" (< Per zanbari); zawraq "a skiff" 
(< (?) Per); and zaww "a river boat" (cf. Per zawd "swift"). 36 

Ship parts have names borrowed from Persian or Hindi but several 
came from Portuguese in the sixteenth century: balanj "ship's cabin" 
(< Hin palang); barmel "outer stem" (< Per bar "over" + mel "stem"); 
bis "keel" (< Hin); durmet "shelf" (< Port dormente); firman "the yard (a 



31 See my two works on the Arabian Gulf and Oman, 2002 and 2005a. 

32 Steingass 1977: 256. 

33 See Yule & Burnell 1994: 223. 

34 Lane 1984, II: 2863. 

35 Al-Ramhurmuzl 1981: 127-8, 138. 139, fn. 49. 

36 Vollers 1896: 651; Kindermann 1934: 3, 36; Steingass 1977: 546, 623, 1954; 
Yule & Burnell 1991: 737, 827; see Agius 1984: 135; idem 2002: 45, 53, 85, 118-9, 
121, 204. 
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large wooden spar crossing the masts)" (< Hin paravdn < Skt parmdna); 
jurma "template" (< Port forma); jarkh "wheel" (< Per charkh); kabirt 
"template" (< Port coberlu hi < "< miking" Fori cnhifcl, cL Ind-Eiu I j 
kalpatti); 31 kawra "knee" (< Port aura: lingull "rivet" (< (?) Port linguete); 
mm "poopdeck" (< Per); narr "pinde" (< Per nor); shilmdn "rib" (< Hin 
< (?) Skt "brace, rib"); zibadra "gunwale" (< Per sabdard). 38 

India was always a chief exporter of timber and, therefore, it is to 
be expected that some terminology is Indian, e.g. baft "vakawood" ;fanas 
"jackwood"; fann "punnai"; jangalT "Indian laurel"; mantjj "benteak"; 
and sdj "teak" (< Hin sagawan). 39 

There is evidence to suggest, as I have shown in Chapter 6, that 
nautical instructions were for many centuries in Persian: information 
included star positions, latitudes, bearings and physical description 
of land etc. No example of such manuals has ever surfaced, though 
Ibn Majid (d. after 906/1500) mentions the Persian model, known as 
rahndma, in hi L i ' dp wa-l-qawd'id (The Book of 

Benefits in the Principles of Navigation). Sailing directions formed part 
of the oral tradition which came down to us in poetic verses. Sailors 
memorized these poems and recited them as daily directions, a tradition 
that continued until recent times. The Arabic version of the rahndma by 
Ibn Majid introduced a new era of nautical and maritime terminology 
which coincided with the coming of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean 
in the end of the fifteenth and beginning of the sixteenth century. The 
instructions were in Arabic but much of the terminology was Persian 
and remained so among Arabic-speaking Indian Ocean mariners until 
fairly recent times. Here are some examples of nautical terms of Per- 
sian origin, a few are traced back to Sanskrit: anjar "anchor" (< Per 
'in \t> • Ski / in »( / i uidai "port" (< Per < Skt bhandara); bar "coast" 
(< Skt); ddmdni or dimdni "the second navigation season (SW)" (< Per); 
handdza "quadrant" (< Per dnddz); jdh "North star" (< Per gdh); kamdl 
"a small parallelogram of wood having a string with knots to obtain 
the latitude" (< Per kamdn); khann "rhumb" (< Per khdna); rahmdni "pilot 
guide" (< Per rahndma [rah "road" + ndma "book"]); samka "defect (of 
the compass)" (< Per < Skt cumbaka; cf. Tam samukkd; Mai samka); fir 



37 An old term, apparently firstly u«od hi Lgyplian Byzantine) Greek of the sixth 
century Ka^acpdxrn; and Ka^oKpcmae, see Kahane et al. 1958. 

38 Da Silva nd., 462, 568, 767, 976; Johnstone & Muir 1962: 61-2; Agius 2002: 34, 
45, 53, 146, 156. 165. 169-70: idem, 2005a: 185. 

39 Agius 2005a: 30-1. 
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"star" (< Per); tirfa "a unit of measure" (< Per); and zam "three-hour 
watch" (< Skt zama). 40 

These examples suffice to demonstrate the function of language 
contact in a multi-ethnic Indian Ocean and the borrowing of the ter- 
minology that took place over the centuries. Much of the terminology 
was absorbed into Arabic adding to the richness of the language. 

Arabic and the language of terminology 

As I have argued in an early work, Arabic Literary Works as a Source of 
Documentation for Technical Terms of the Material Culture, there are very few 
works from the past that deal directly with the material culture. Those 
which do contain technical terms of the theoretical sciences such as 
agriculture, astronomy, engineering and medicine; there are also spe- 
cialised vocabularies on topics like the camel, the desert, the house 
etc. 41 but hardly anything about the ship. Material for these works was 
collected from pre-Islamic and religious literature, or from tribal Ara- 
bians in the desert, and, on a smaller scale, from urbanized and coastal 
communities. The non-scientific terminology was at first recorded by 
philologists, whose primary interest was to collect materials of a socio- 
cultural nature and classify them according to the subject they chose to 
write on; for example, al-Asma'l (d. 216/831-2) wrote the Kitab al-khayl 
(The Book about the Horse) and al-Warraq (fl. 4th/ 10th c) composed 
(In h i » 'nl (The Book about 

Cooked Food and Improvement of Foodstuffs). Such specialized vocabu- 
laries were of interest to the educated elite; their authors were often 
not Arab/Arabian but they wrote in Arabic. Unusually, for the time, they 
also had an interest in non-Arabic terminology, particularly Persian. 

I said above that "hardly anything about the ship" was written. As I 
pointed out throughout this book, with the exception of passing refer- 
ences, Classical and Medieval Arabic sources are deficient in knowledge 
about seamanship let alone listing a specialized vocabulary on nautical 
matters or watercraft. Even though such references are sometimes useful, 



40 Ferrand 1924: 244-5: Stems,™* 1977: 108. 202. 565. 716. 1380: Tibbetts 1981: 
121, 142, 150, 292; Arunachalam 1996: 263, fn. 3; Agius 2005a: 162, 181, 195. 

41 Agius 1984: 23-7. 
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they generally lack clarity One lexicon that I mention in this respect is 
Ibn Slda's (d. 458/1066) al-Mukhassas fi l-lugha (The Specialist Work in 
Philology) in which he proposes to classify entries not in the traditional 
aphabetical listing but according to some logical arrangement; thus, he 
sections his lexicon into subject matters, one of which is about "The 
Ship" (al-Sqfina) and another "That which resembles the ship" (ma 
yushbihu l-sqfina) containing some 85 terms. 42 The lexicon appears to be 
promising in terms of the number of nautical words he lists. However, 
on a closer inspection, the researcher finds that many of them are not 
defined and some are given equivalents but no description. To give 
some examples: general maritime terms that deal with the ship at sea, 
sui jii / iii i • i 1 1 h . c re listed 

with no meanings (see Glossary); other terms such as qila' "a sail", he 
gives the equivalent shim'; for "nail", he has sakk and mismar with the 
understanding that the medieval user or reader knows what the term 
stands for in terms of definition and usage; for "rope", he gives jummal 
and qals but offers no explanation. Occasionally, we get some useful 
detail, for instance khaysafij, he defines as "the rope for sails", saqd'if 
"the ship's planks" etc. 

What is significant about Ibn Slda's lexicon is that it is an authority in 
its own right in spite of the lack of some definitions; he was consulted 
by two well-known lexicographers, Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1311-2) and 
al-Zabldl (d. 1205/1790-1) as one of their main sources of references. 
Both lexicographers give fuller definitions and sometimes provide what 
is lacking in earlier works; their works, however, like earlier lexica, miss 
out a number of nautical terms especially those that are non-Arabic. 
That said, they do provide some definitions on watercraft; the question 
is, how much of this is useful and why were Classical and Medieval 
Arabic lexicographers so reluctant to list and define technical terms of 
nautical and maritime material? 



Boat and ship-terms: the search for meaning 

The question of classification and designation of watercraft as I have 
discussed in the previous chapters, 9 to 12, is crucial to the study of 
maritime history and ship typology of the classical and medieval periods 



42 Ibn Slda 1883-1903, X: 23-9. 
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of Islam. There are several questions as to the provenance of ship 
nomenclature, whether the name was local or borrowed or transitional 
(adapted for some time and then replaced); how representational was 
the boat/ ship nomenclature of place-names, indivdual names or bird 
and animal names? Further, how much information do the primary 
Arabic sources give in order to enable us to determine the type and 
function of vessels? If they do provide such information, how can we 
recognize differences in hull-designs? 

Word-collectors were not interested in compiling historical dictionar- 
ies. Recognising the term in question and identifying the type of ship 
is difficult but can sometimes be a rewarding exercise. From my experi- 
ence, about 60% of the terms I looked up were not found; of the rest 
that have been listed, the exercise often turned out to be unproductive. 
Where the lexicographer has marked the entry as "known" (ma'ruf) 
or simply stated that the term is "a type of ship" (darb min al-safind), 
e.g. burakiyya Vi and misbab, I was at a dead end. Nor would the follow- 
ing information help: "the zawraq is one [type] which is smaller than 
the khaly(s)" [al-zawraq min al-sufun duna l-khuluj]} 4 One boat-term for 
another, with no definition as to what it is, is no good; it is a circular 
approach which yields no results. 

There are, however, a few exceptions. When Ibn Slda and Ibn 
Manzur listed the following raft-terms: ramath, tawf and 'dma [s.v.], 45 
they gave information as to what they were made of and whether they 
were seaworthy. But this is an unusual case; medieval word-collectors 
are more often short of any proper definition. Rarely would a lexicog- 
rapher explain the origin of a ship-term and, if he does, the statement 
is simplistic: consider the term talawwa [s.v] , Ibn Manzur explains that 
it is from tald "to follow, ensue" and talawwa, he says, is "that which fol- 
lows larger ships". 46 Such an explanation sheds no light on the origin of 
the term but it does reflect the lexicographer's deterministic philosophy 
that what sounds Arabic must have Arabic roots. 

My next question is: Why would a compiler fail to give a definition 
for a boat/ship-term or, for that matter, a nautical term? One answer 



43 Al-JawharT 1984, IV: 1575. 

44 Ibn Slda 1898-1903, X: 26. 

45 On the authority of Abu 'Ubayd and KhaJid b. Ahmad, see Ibn Slda 1898-1903, 
X: 29; on the authority of Ibn Dmavd, 1987, II: 921; Ibn Manzur nd., IV: 2723, 
2842. 

46 Ibn Manzur, nd., I: 444. 
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is simple: there was no need for it as it was known to the people at the 
time and therefore it was felt unnecessary to describe or, sometimes, 
even to record it. Consider, the »AwY7/;-galley [s.v], a familiar term and 
because of its popular usage lexicographers left it out of their dictionar- 
ies; also, the name kelek (a raft-boat) [s.v] was not listed because it was a 
common term. The other answer is that Classical and Medieval Arabic 
word-collectors were often purists and, therefore, it is not surprising 
that such words were left out. They were more concerned with reli- 
gious, philosophical, grammatical terms or terms related to the camel, 
the horse, the desert etc. It was an arbitrary decision not to include 
certain terminology of the material culture. A humble watercraft used 
by the common people (al-'ammd) was of no importance to them. So 
why include it? When we talk of an English Morris Minor in modern 
times we all understand that it is a car of popular use. We would look 
it up in a specialist encyclopaedia if we want to learn more about the 
historical development of its design and make, otherwise we would 
not bother, for we all have a mental picture of this common English 
car that was with us for over half a century This is the truth about 
why classical and medieval authors deemed it not necessary to classify 
known terminology; people had a mental picture of the boat or ship 
and therefore, why define something which was common knowledge? 

Where lexicographers failed to give information, historians, geogra- 
phers and travellers filled the gap. Here are some examples: the barija 
[s.v], a pirate ship was, according to al-MuqaddasI (fl. second half of 
the 4th/ 10th c), historically connected with Indian pirates who were 
called bawdry, the plural of barija; 111 the dunij [s.v], was a coastal and 
pearl-diving boat in the Northern Persian Gulf and we are told by Ibn 
al-Mujawir (d. 890/1291) that she was also employed as a ship's boat in 
the naval blockade on Aden; 48 the harrdqa [s.v] , information on which 
comes from a number of authors such as Ibn Sa'd (d. 230/844-5), al- 
Mas'udl (d. 345/956-7) and al-Nuwayrl 1-IskandaranI (fl. 8th/ 14th 
c), was a gondola-type, generally found on the River Nile, however, 
another type was known to be a fire launcher, used in Muslim warfare 
in the Mediterranean and on the River Tigris; 49 the jalba [s.v], a ferry 



47 Al-Muqaddasl 1906: 14; idem, 2001: 13. 

48 Ibn al-Mujawir 1951-1954, I: 124; see Shihab 1987: 567. 

49 Al-Masudi 1861-1877, VI: 351; Ibn Sa'd 1904-1921, V: 319; al-Nuwayrl 
1-IskandaranI, 1968-1976, I: 171; II: 249. 251; V: 250, 375: see also al-Jawhan 1984, 
IV: 1458; al-Zabldl 1989, XXV: 154. 
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and a cargo boat, described at length by Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217), 
carried sails made from flax and coconut mats; 50 the qit'a [s.v.] could 
function as a cargo or transport vessel as well as a warship; 51 the 
sumayriyya [s.v.] was a pleasure boat but also a war canoe manned by 
two rowers, mentioned frequently by al-Tabarl (d. 3 10/922— 3); 52 the 
ubiquitous sunbuq [s.v.] was a versatile ship which, according to Ibn 
Battuta (d. 770/1369-9 or 779/1377), came in all sizes; 53 and finally, 
the 'ushari [s.v], one type was known to be a long river craft, it was 
decked, with a domed-cabin. 54 

As shown in Chapters 10, 1 1 and 12, the reliablitity of information 
was crucial to word-collectors. To support their entries some included 
shawahid (examples from pre-Islamic poetry, the Quran, and Hadlth). 
Sometimes, they gave an isnad, a chain of authorities from the most 
recent to the first author, in order to prove the existence of the term in 
question at the time it was first recorded. For the 24 ship-types listed in 
the Mukhassas ft l-lugha (The Specialist Work on Philology) (see Appen- 
dix A), Ibn Slda (d. 458/1066) cites Khalll b. Ahmad (d. 175/791), 
Abu 'Ubayd (d. 223/837), Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) and al-FarisI (d. 
377/987), all authorities held in great esteem. Both the shawahid and 
the isnad approach was for the compiler a guarantee of reliability but 
there was always the possibility that the authorities they cited might 
have not necessarily reported first-hand information from the people 
that were familiar with the term. 

On the matter of reliability of information, literary sources too could 
be a problem. From Ibn Battuta's report, it is often not clear whether 
the boat or ship he describes is an Indian Ocean or Mediterranean 
type. He applies, for example, the nam< i 'Inn >sl in< ii < riminately for 
an Indian Ocean merchant vessel and war galley, a type which he knew 
back home in Tangier, Morocco. One other example is his use of the 
term, ma'diyya (< the verb '.d.w. meaning "to cross"), 55 a nomenclature 
for a raft-boat which occurs in three different accounts: 56 i) On his voy- 



50 Ibnjubavr 1952: 6:5-5; al-Xmvavrl 1-IskamlaranT 1968 1976, II: 247, 249. 

51 Ibn Abl Zar 1813- 1816: 91, 221 seq.- RHC 1967, I: 351 seq.; see also 'Imad al- 
Dln 1888: 224; Ibn Shaddad 1964: 122-3. 

52 Al-Tabarl 1965, XII fiii':: 1759-61, 1781-5; XIII Civ*.: 1926, 1948-9, 1953-4, 
1956-7, 1960, 1968, 2074. 

53 Ibn Battuta 1968, II: 17, 181, 183, 198. 

54 Al-Baghdadl nd., 54. 

55 Wehr 1966: 598. 

56 Ibn Battuta 1968, III: 359; IV: 169-70, 186; idem, 1958-2000, III: 728; IV: 
849, 857. 
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age to Ma'bar in 745/1344, he writes that a gale rose and the pilot 
nearly wrecked the ship; the sailors cut down the mast into pieces of 
logs and tying ropes to them, made a wooden raft called ma 'diyya; ii) He 
recounts in another story that a certain amir Bakht, who fled with his 
associates to Sind from the sultan, built a raft (ma 'diyya) made of reeds 
to cross the river; iii) In Sri Lanka in the same year, he accompanied a 
number of the Hindu sultan's dignitaries who were making an annual 
pilgrimage to the Blessed Foot and to cross a river they boarded a 
raft, a ma'diyya "made of bamboo canes". The ethnographical details 
in these accounts, if they are true, are undoubtedly interesting but we 
will never know what the true name of the raft-boat was in indigenous 
terms; certainly not ma 'diyya because it is a Mediterranean term. With 
examples like these one questions whether Ibn Battuta ever did take 
a voyage to some regions of the Indian Ocean? Having said that, 
one does encounter occasionally details about Indian Ocean craft, for 
which he gives the local name, comparing them with Mediterranean 
vessels. He tells us, for example, that the Indian Ocean ahawra [s.v.] is 
similar to the Mediterranean tanda [s.v], both are transport ships for 
horses and heavy cargo, they have the same hull design but the ahawra 
is "broader and shorter" 57 (see Chapter 12). 



The linguistic model: understanding the history and culture of watercraft 

Classical and Medieval Arabic lexica turn out to be a false hope for the 
student of material culture; their concern was with rare words rather 
than material culture used by commoners, and even less so for the 
terminology employed by mariners and seafaring communities, whose 
contact with non-Arabic speakers was believed to have contaminated 
the purity of Arabic, the language of the Qur'an. They were prescrip- 
tivists like lexicographers of other languages and other times, such as 
Samuel Johnson (d. 1784); they had, in the words of David Nokes, "a 
strong, if largely unconscious, desire to have the [. . .] language firmly 
policed". 58 

A great part of the nautical and maritime terminology, which I 
discussed in this book, would have been imported into Arabic and if 



57 Ibid., 1968, III: 108-9; 1958-2000, III: 600. 

58 David Nokes, "Long the last word — even if not adroit", The Times Higher Edwalum 
Supplement (April 21, 2006): 22. 
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words did not fit the lingusitic mould they would be labelled "foreign" 
{'eg ami) as opposed to those that did and consequently were called 
"Arabic" {'arabi). What is the implication of this? Lexicographers and 
philologists policed loanwords uttered by non-Arabic speakers; they 
considered them to be linguistically corrupted. The purists looked down 
upon words uttered by the masses {al- 'amnio) who spoke faulty (lakri) and 
not correct Arabic {fasTh). 

Indeed, the listing of words with clear and succinct definitions and 
their common or uncommon usage, is a modern concept. The absence 
of a historical Arabic dictionary and the patchy information from 
literary sources, could turn any inquiry into a labyrinthine exercise. 
An interpretation of the nautical term or boat/ ship-term remains 
"somewhat arbitrary", and as Jacob Lassner rightly pointed out, to 
search for the right equivalent of the Arabic terms can become a 
"hazardous" task. 59 

The role of the classical and medieval philologists was to show the 
relationship between the morphology of the term and its cognitive link, 
on the premise that meaning fits a linguistic pattern from which Ara- 
bic draws on a set of forms and templates based on a tri- (sometimes 
quadri-) consonantal structure. The question arises: Would fitting words 
into fixed templates provide a means to understand the history and 
culture of the watercraft? I give some examples to illustrate how they 
argued that the various functions of nouns and their morphological 
attachments (prefixes and suffixes), and certain concepts and patterns 
can help us to establish the semantics and sometimes the history behind 
the nomenclature of a boat or ship. 

Following the theoretical mould of: (i)fa'l or fa'la, we have {a)jafh [s.v] 
"a galley", a noun meaning "large bowl", the association being that the 
ship is round-designed from the verb jaffana "to make bowls", (b)jalba 
[s.v] "a cargo and pilgrim vessel", the noun built on the verb jalaba "to 
transport animals, captives or slaves from one place to another", (c) tawf 
[s.v] "a raft" from tafa "to journey around"; 60 (ii) on the pattern fa"ala 
or fa"al we can apply (a) hammala [s.v] "a transport and cargo vessel" 
from hamala "to carry (upon one's back)", (b) shqffara [s.v] "a galley" 



See his comments on al-Taban's text in 1987, XXXVII: 13, fn. 31. 
Lane 1984, I: 434-5, 438; II: 1892-3. 
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from shafara "to cut", by extension a ship that breaks the waves, and (c) 
tayyaryd) [s.v.] "a small and fast ship" deriving from tara "to fly". 61 

Other grammatical devices to help us understand the background of 
the meaning of a term is by looking at prefixes or suffixes attached to 
words. Nouns prefixed by / ma-/ or / mi-/ describe something expressed 
in the verb they derive from; they often indicate a function of something: 
(a) markab [s.v.] a generic term for a sea-going vessel derives from rakiba 
"to ride; board", (b) mi'bar [s.v] "a ferry-boat" from 'abara "to cross", 
and (c) misbdb [s.v] "a ship", from sabsab "a journey to water". 62 

The relative adjective called nisba which is featured by the suffix 
/-l(yy)/ (m) or /-iyya/ (f) denotes that a "person or thing belongs to 
or is connected therewith": 63 (i) a nisba describes a relation to a thing, 
(a) from harb "war, battle, fight or conflict" we have harbi [s.v.] "a war 
vessel", (b) safar "journey or travel" becomes safari [s.v.] "a sea-going 
vessel", and (c) shatt "bank, or side of a river" has shatti [s.v.] "a coastal 
boat"; 64 ii) a nisba defines a general function, (a) khaytiyya [s.v.] from khayt 
"thread" implying a sewn-planked ship, (b) mismariyya [s.v.] from mismar 
"nail" denoting a nailed-planked ship, and (c ) mi < 1 1 < | s \ ] probably 
a "cargo ship", from the root-verb sabaha "to swim": 1 " iii a nisba implies 
a relation to something associated to a town or port town, (a) raqqiyya 
[s.v.] "a ferry and/ or cargo boat" derives from Raqqa, the chief town 
on the banks of the Euphrates on the Syrian frontier, 66 and (b) wastiyya 
[s.v.] is the river cargo boat which is called after the harbour town al- 
Wasit on the River Tigris, one of the important towns of Mesopotamia 
throughout the 'Abbasid Caliphate; 67 iv) a nisba is a reference to person 
or tribe or thing, (a) ghassaniyya [s.v.] "an ocean-going vessel" which may 
be associated with the Yemenite tribe Banu Ghassan, and (b) ja'fariyya 
[s.v.] is "a river boat" from the word ja'far "small river". 68 

Categorizing nouns by their prefixes or suffixes or ordering nouns by 
the description of their function or still grouping words according to 
templates is an interesting linguistic approach but in the end it fails to 



61 Ibid, I: 646; II: 1570, 1903. 

62 Ibid., I: 1142; II: 1640, 1938-9. 

63 Wright 1964-1967, I: 149. 

64 Lane 1984, I: 540, 1371; II: 1548. 

65 Wehr 1966: 393. 

66 Written communication from Stefan Heidemann (6 December 2005); see also 
Le Strange 1966: 101; Heidemann & Becker 2003: 29, fh. 237. 

67 Le Strange 1966: 40. 

68 Lane 1984, I: 430. 
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convince us. We are still left with big gaps as to the origin and prov- 
enance of the boat or ship term; the search for its origin can be elusive. 
Names develop and change over time, the user applies the same name 
for a different make or a different name for the same type. Consider, 
the shim [s.v] , generally known to be a galley but also a type of its own; 
our sources mention that the ninth/fifteenth-century type was different 
than the earlier though we are not told in what way. Another example 
is the Egyptian 'ushdri [s.v.] , defined as the royal domed-cabin boat, but 
other types and sizes functioned as a coastal boat and a lifeboat; some 
still were ferry-boats on the Tigris and the Nile and others were cargo 
ships on the open sea (see Chapter 1 1). 

Reconstructing the type of an Indian Ocean vessel is difficult to inter- 
pret in any systematic way. Any attempt to reconstruct a classical and 
medieval Islamic vessel and for that matter to discuss the origin of the 
name of a boat or ship-type remains hypothetical. We have not reached 
the point in etymology and semantics where we can analyse fully words 
of non-Arabic origin. I have argued that linguistic forms may, but not 
always, conceptually assist us in guessing the meaning and features of 
a craft. The early efforts of Medieval Muslim lexicographers at etymol- 
ogy were undoubtedly remarkable, given the state of word-collecting at 
the time; they provided a platform on which western lexicographers, 
such as W. Bedwell (d. 1632), J. Golius (d. 1667), F. Meninski (d. 1698), 
G. W. Freytag (d. 1861), E. W. Lane (d. 1876), R. Dozy (d. 1883), 
A. de Biberstein-Kazimirski (d. 1887) and H. Wehr (d. 1981) could 
build in their monumental works. But we must have no illusions; much 
will for ever remain in doubt. 



A search for truth: beyond the complexities 

In this book I have attempted to explore the evidence that Classical 
and Medieval Arabic texts can provide about the development of 
Muslim and non-Muslim vessels in the Western Indian Ocean and how 
far iconography and archaeological finds can help in understanding 
construction features, riggings and sails configuration. I have looked 
at terms of boat/ship-types to show how categories are defined and 
how distinctions are perceived and expressed. This could not be pos- 
sible without looking closely at the content and context of the terms 
in Islamic sources. 
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The interdependence of the various trading activities which centred 
on the sea provided an underlying cohesion for the maritime peoples, 
while for many centuries the long distance trade produced a cross- 
fertilisation, not only of goods, but of ideas and culture, which still 
persists today (see Chapters 2, 3 and 7). What emerges from written 
documents and archaeological evidence is an historical pattern of cul- 
tural change in commercial relations within the Indian Ocean region 
and across its frontiers. 

Watercraft designs depended on environment, topography and 
economic demands but they were influenced also by social, cultural 
and religious factors. Shipbuilding tradition is largely conservative; 
carpenters follow their own traditions with very little adaptation over 
time. Some construction features of contemporary primitive boats are 
our clue to boats of antiquity and it was possible to show common 
design features with the early vessels of the Bronze Age and with the 
water craft of the classical and medieval periods (Chapters 4 and 5): 
for example, archaeological finds have produced fragments of boat 
specimens in a few trading posts and fishing places in the Persian Gulf 
and Oman; through these fragments it is possible to find a continuity 
of boat constructing techniques (eg the kelek, mashhuf, quffa, shdsha, tawf 
and wariyya) from Sumerian and Akkadian times through the Islamic 
medieval period and even up to modern times (see Chapter 4). 

Although information on the development of ships during the 
Medieval Islamic period is sparse there is sometimes substance in the 
little that Arabic texts have to say. Consider Ibn Sida's (d. 458/1066) 
description of making a marsd (anchor) (see Chapter 5) and Ibn Jubayr 
(d. 614/1217) who tells us how the Red Seajalba had her planks sewn 
with cotton rope; the information by Ibn Mammati (d. 606/1209) 
on the wax-shM and the number of oars being used and al-MaqrlzI 
(d. 846/1442) on the number of soldiers on board the shim. Con- 
sider also Ibn Battuta's (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) comments on 
the horsemen and their armour which they put inside the war-tanda; 
they then mount on their horses and gallop to meet their enemy (see 
Chapter 1 1). For the maritime historian these snippets of information 
are pure gold but too fragmented to form a whole picture. As I have 
pointed out in this book, our primary Arabic texts are incomplete; it 
is impossible to penetrate their silence on the subject of technology or, 
in general, maritime and nautical matters. We are told hardly anything 
about the materials ships were built with, the number of man-days 
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needed to construct and repair them, their hull-design, the size of 
craft or details of masts and sails, oars, rudders and anchors. In the 
absence of textual evidence we can, as my discussion has shown in 
Chapters 3 and 6, look at other sources and see whether they can fill 
that gap in our understanding of the development of Muslim ships in 
the Western Indian Ocean: archaeological finds such as the Belitung 
(Indonesian) wreck (9th c) recovered in the Java Sea and the Kadak- 
karappally shipwreck (13th to 15th c) found on the Malabarian coast, 
and iconographic representations in the Kitab suwar al-kawakib al-thabita 
(The Book of the Constellations of Fixed Stars) of al-Sufi (d. 376/986), 
the Maqdmdt (The Assemblies) of al-Harlrl (d. 516/1 122), and the Per- 
sian miniatures of the Shahnama (Book of Kings) were often, though not 
always, helpful. But other non-Muslim sources were essential: Indian 
ships from the Sanskrit Jataka fables found in the caves of Ajanta (dated 
c. 200 BCE-650 CE); illustrations from the fifteenth-century Wu bei 
zhi (Treatise on Military Preparedness) and several wrecks of Chinese 
ships dating from the Song (960-1279), Yuan (1279-1368) and Ming 
(1368-1644) periods. 

Technological exchange brought about adaptations and inventions. 
The axial stern rudder was probably developed by the Chinese circa 
1000; it replaced the long steering oar which was not safe or manoeu- 
vrable in bad weather. It was not until the thirteenth century that the 
Mediterranean mariners adopted this device, perhaps at the same time 
that the compass reached them. The Indians, Persians and Arabians 
had long been using the compass after obtaining it from the Chinese. 
Steering a completely accurate course depended on the calculation 
of the latitude and longitude and the Chinese had perfected this use 
by probably the 1420s. However, as much as one could argue for the 
transfer of technology from the Chinese, there is also the possibility 
that such innovations could have been indigenous and that they had 
developed independently. The lateen-settee in the Indian Ocean, I have 
argued, might have had an eastern origin, even though its existence 
can be traced in the Mediterranean as early as mid-fifth century CE, if 
not earlier. The Chinese, Javanese, and Sumatrans journeyed east and 
west of the Indian Ocean. Their contacts could have been the platform 
for the development of the fore- and -aft sail. So far no iconographic 
evidence of a lateen-settee has emerged in the Western Indian Ocean 
prior to the Middle Islamic period; its configuration comes much later, 
after the 1500s (see Chapter 6). It is evident from the above that tech- 
nological transfer in the Indian Ocean has often moved from east to 
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west in spite of Eurocentric views to the contrary; for instance, the so 
called Greek Fire was most probably introduced to the region via the 
Chinese, who had developed several types of this technology. 

Ferrand's claim that voyages made to the Far East were exclusively 
conducted by Persians 69 is an exaggeration. That the language of trade 
from pre-Islamic times was Persian, particularly during the Sasanian 
period, is largely true, but not totally, and even though the nautical 
instructions known to Arabian mariners were written in Persian before 
the 1500s, and a number of nautical terms, as discussed above, are 
of Persian origin, it cannot be taken as conclusive proof that Persian 
navigation was superior to the Arabian. At the time, contemporary 
to the Persian tradition of navigational science, there was an active 
Sanskrit/Indian and Chinese tradition, which was even older, in the 
Indian Ocean. It is true that the advent of Ahmad b. Majid (d. after 
906/1500) marks a turning point in the history and tradition of Persian 
and Arabian navigation in that for the first time we have a record of 
the art of navigation in Arabic. However, Arabic was only the vehicle; 
the tradition of Persian manuals existed long before Ibn Majid's treatise 
but, in his words, they were lost. If these manuals were lost he could 
only have recourse to what his predecessors had passed on to him in 
the form of an oral tradition. His work has been cited by Arabs and 
non-Arabs over the centuries and, although much legend surrounds 
the encounter between Ibn Majid and Vasco da Gama (d. 1524), one 
fact is indisputable: until 1487 the leading traders of the Indian Ocean 
were the Persians, Arabians and Indians, many a time under the iden- 
tity of "Muslim", as attested by the works of historians, geographers 
and travellers. However, in terms of science and technology it is no 
exaggeration to conclude that China was, for many years, ahead of 
the Muslim world and Europe. 

In order to get at truth we need to see beyond the complexities. 
History is, of course, about the specific: what happened and why in 
a given time and place; all this is important in order to understand 
the development of types of boats and ships, their nomenclature and 
provenance, why and how they were used (Chapters 10, 11 and 12). 

In this study I have pursued a lateral approach: if textual material is 
lacking, then our only resource is to go to iconographical and archaeo- 
logical finds; here too, sometimes, the lack of evidence is frustrating. 
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However, much can be learnt about Arabian, Persian and Indian craft 
through European, Indian and Chinese sources: building materials, types 
of timber, styles of construction, types of masts, sails rudders, anchors 
etc. Illustrations and figures can often be subjective of course, and, 
therefore, not a real representation of the period in question. Moreover, 
archaeological finds can be arbitrary; they might give us clues but no 
conclusive answers. However, by this integrated approach, combining 
information from different sources, I was able to form an holistic picture 
of the development of the ship in the region and across the frontiers. 
The findings in this book are far from offering definitive answers, but 
they could, I hope, help others to explore new ways of thinking. 



APPENDIX A 



Ship-types recorded by al-Tabari (d. 310/922-3), al-Muqaddasi 
(fl. second half of the 4th/ 10th c), Ibn Slda (d. 458/1066), Ibn Battuta 
(d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377) and al-MaqrlzI (d. 846/1442). 



Al-Taban (historian) 


Kitab ta'rikh al-ru.ud wa-l-muluk, volumes I-XV (1965) 


No 


Name 


Type 


Period 


Volume & page 
number 


1 


bahriyya (pi balimxal* 


sea-going vessel; 


251/865 


XII (iii): 1590 


2 


hiiiija pi Ijuurarij 




251/865 


XII (iii): 1582 


3 


liadidi 




251/865 


XII (iii): 1626 


4 


\)\hafraqdl: 


fire launcher; all- 
purpose craft 


198/813 


XI (iii): 917; XII (iii): 
1385; XIII (iv): 1927 


5 


jaiibiyya (pi jcmbhyai- 


transport 
vessel 


255/869; 
256/870; 
269/822-3 


Xll iii : 1761, 1785, 
1836; XIII (iv): 2074 




mtirkiil) pi mamkib) 


(sea-going) 
vessel 


238/ 852 


XII (iii): 1417 


7 


mi Inn pi inn iilur 




258/872; 

267/880-1; 

269/882-3 


XII (iii): 1871; XIII 
(iv): 1948, 1961, 
1968, 2001, 2074 


8 


mujawniha (pi mujawnihdt) 




255/869 


XII (iii): 1760-1 










VIII (1): 724 


10 


rtii/i/irrti \il rw/qinah 


cargo ship 


269/882 


XIII (iv): 2074 


11 


safina (plsujun) 


transport ship 


251/865; 
257/871; 
267/880-1 


XI (iii): 1168; XII 
(iii): 1550, 1582, 
1590, 1844; Mil i. : 
1923, 1965, 1968, 
2074 


12 


yllv/lll pi silliah 


transport ship 


262/876; 
267/880-1 


XII (iii): 1900-1; 

XIII iv : 1922, 1955, 
1979 
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No 


Name 


Type 


Period 


Volume & page 
number 


13 


sbnbbdrii pi sluibliiirdl 




251/865 


XII (iii) 1563, 1589- 
90, 1627 


14 


sbadhd pi shadhdwdt) 


barge 


257/870-1; 
267/880-1 


XII (iii): 1844, 1860; 

XIII (iv): 1923, 
1925-6, 1948, 1960, 
1966, 2074, 2282-3 


15 


shalandt/shalandtyyalpl 
shalandiyydt) 





2g8/852 - 


XII (iii): 1417-8 


16 


sumayii :pl sumayriyydt) 


war galley 


267/880-1 


XII (iii): 1760-1, 
1781 j;XIII(iv): 
1926, 1948-9, 1960, 
1968, 2074 


17 


tawffpl atwdf) 


waterskin 


225/839 


XI (iii): 1305 


18 


rjmban ;pl rjmbanyydt) 


long vessel 


67/686-7 


VIII (2): 724 


19 


\awmij pi zdwariq/ 
zawariq) 


skiff 




XI (iii): 1168; XII 
iii;: 1 163, 1563, 
1626; XIII (iv): 2074 


20 






220/835 


XI (iii): 682, 1168 


21 




light (swift) river 


227/841 


XI (iii): 1323 



Al-Muqaddasi (geographer) 
Ahsan al-taqdsim fima'rifat al-aqdlim (1906): 31-32 



No 


Name 


Type 


Period (Century) 


1 




{?} 


1 ih/ 10th (Mu) 


2 




small boat 


342/936 (1st) 


3 


bini/u .pi Ixm'tirij 


war vessel; pirate vessel 


251/865 (T) 


4 


burdkiyya (pi burnkirrdl 


{?} passenger vessel 


1 ih/ 10th (Mu) 




biinnti pi bur nmi 


warship 


4th/10th(Mu) 




ilimij \A diia'timj: 


skiff; canoe; lifeboat 


375/985 (B) 




hamdma (pi ham a 'im 


transport ship 


264/877 (Maq) 


8 


Mds 


{?} small boat 


lth/10th(Mu) 


9 


jabaliyya (pi jaba/ivrdl- 


{?} ferry 


lth/10th(Mu) 






{?} reconnaissance ship 


lih/10di(Mu) 


11 


kdncdnhya pi kdrwdniyydt) 


{?} cargo vessel 


hh/10th(Mu) 
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Appendix A (cont.) 



No. 


Name 


Type 


Period (Century) 


12 


khaytiyya (pi kliardlj/ 
khaytiyydt) 




384/994-5 (Tan) 


13 


nmkkina pi makkiyyat) 


{?} ferry 


lili/10th(Mu) 


14 


malquta 


{?} ferry; cargo boat 


Uli/ 10th (Mu) 


15 


iin Hi:' :'i pi mamkib 


cargo ship 


238/852 (T) 


16 






258-69/872-83 (T) 


17 


i pi 

musabbahiyydt) 


war galley 


4th/ 10th (Mu) 


18 


muthallatha 


{?} ferry/cargo vessel 


lih/10th(Mu) 


19 


qarib (pi qaicuiiln 


all-purpose boat 


53/673 (Maq) 


20 


mqqirm pi niqifirrdl 


ferry/cargo boat 


269/882 (T) 


21 


safimiplsujun/sqfa'in/ 


ocean-going ship 


600-625 CE; 251/ 
865; 257-267/ 870- 
880 (T) 






{?} small boat 


4th/ 10th (Mu) 


23 


shadha (pi jAoM/ 

/ 

shadha'at) 




198/813; 257/870-1 
(T); 303/915-6 (Ar) 


24 


.-.lialandT pi shalandal 
shalandiyat) 


war galley; transport 


238/852-3 (T); 
244/858-9 (IA) 


25 


shamut 


{?} small boat 


lili/ 10th (Mu) 


26 


shankuliyya 


{?} ferry 


lih/10tli(Mu) 


27 


shim(p\ shawumt 


war galley 


4th/ 10th-5th/ 11th 
Mu. Ill, Id, IA) 


28 


xilqirya pi suqiyyat) 


cargo vessel 


4th/ 10th (Mu) 




talawwa 


lifeboat; coastal boat 


4th/ 10th (Mu) 




tayra (pi tovrai) 


{?} swift boat 


4th/ 10th (Mu) 


31 


ta^car (pi tayyarat) 


warship; swift vessel 


207-30/822-914 
(Yaq); 315/ 91 1-2, 
329/941, 333/945 
(Ar) 




walajiyya (pi walnjiyral 


reed/ palm fibre canoe 


lih/10tli(Mu) 


33 


hmlhra pi umthyal} 


ferry/cargo boat 


lib/ i 0th (Mu) 


34 


zabarbadhiyya 




[ill/ 10th (Mu) 


35 




warship 


333/941-5 (Mas 
rMur]) 


36 


-jihT/iq pi -juvdnq) 


all-purpose boat 


269/883 (T) 
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Ibn Sida (lexicographer) 


Kitab al-mukhassas, volume X (1896-1903): 23-29 


No 


Name 


Type 


Period (Century) 


1 


'adawliyyal adawli 


transport-cargo vessel 


6th BAH to 2nd/8th 


2 


'ama (pi 'amatl Tun/ 'dm : 


a small raft 


2nd/ 8th 


3 


bdrija (pi bawdry) 


warship 


2nd/8thto4th/10th 


4 


bust 


small transport-cargo 


6th BAH to 2nd/8th; 
5th/llth 




julkl julki(pl Juluk/Juluk) 


sea-going cargo vessel 


6th BAH to 2nd/8th; 
6th/ 12th; 8th/ 14th 


6 


hurhur 




3rd/9th 


7 


'imdma (pi 'amd'iml 
'imam) 


wooden raft 


2nd/8th 


8 


jdriya (pljdriydt/ jawdrdl 
jaivdr) 


large sea-going vessel 


6th BAH; 7th/ 13th 


9 


khalij (pi khulujf khuljdn) 


cargo vessel 




10 


khalhya 1 pi khalayd) 




6th BAH to 2nd/8th 


11 


mi'bar{a)(p\madbir) 


ferry boat, pontoon 


6th BAH; 3rd/9th to 
5th/ 11th 


12 


misbdb 




4th/ 10th 


13 


qddis (pi qawddis) 


large war vessel 


6th BAH to 2nd/8th 


14 


qdrib (pi qawdiib' 


all-purpose boat 


lst/7th; 3rd/9th; 6th/12th 
to 8th/ 14th 


15 


qirba (pi qirab) 


water skin 


2nd/8th 


16 


(jiifijiir \)\ qardqh/ qaraqii 


large war vessel 


6th BAH; 8th/ 14th 


17 


ramalli 'pi arm/llli/ rimalli 


wooden raft 


6th BAH to 2nd/8th 


18 


rilaat/mhm/rukwa 

pi rakau ilt / rakdyd/ rikd'/ 


small rowing boat 


7th/ 13th 


19 


sajtiia pi Miftm/ sajauil 
safin) 


small (or large) vessel 


6th BAH to 6th/ 12th 


20 


salgha (pi «'%A) 


transport and cargo 


3rd/9th 


21 


talawwd 




4th/ 10th 


22 


tawflplatwdf) 


river raft 


4th/10thto6th/12th 


23 


zanbariyya 


all-purpose boat 


4th/ 10th; 7th/ 13th 


24 


;»«'»»/ q)l zawdriq/ 
zawd.nq) 


transport and cargo 


2nd/8thto 7th/ 13th 
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Ibn Battuta (traveller) 


Tiikfal 

Voyages d'Ibn Battuta, volumes I IV (1968) 


No 


Name 


Type 


Period 

(approximate 


Volume & page 
number 


1 




river boat 


734/1334 


III: 109-10 


2 


(ib • ] )1 agkribal 
ghirbdn) 


war galley 


743/1342 


IV: 59 


3 


huh pi karlnyydtl 
kardlri) 


warship 


745/1344 


IV: 206 


4 


kuirtii/u pi h/irriti/al/ 


launch 


727/1327 


II: 116-7 


5 


jajn (pi qjfan/jijan) 


war galley 


729/1329; 732/ 
1331-2; 743/ 
1342; 745/ 
1344; 750/ 


II: 234-5,311-2, 
351,355, 433; IV: 
105, 165-7, 234- 
5, 271, 351, 365 


6 


jalba (pljalbdt/jildb) 




729/1329 


II: 158-9 




junk (pljunuk) 


large Chinese 


743/1342 


IV: 91, 94, 103, 
264, 269 


8 


kakam 


small Chinese 
cargo vessel 


743/1342 


IV: 91, 95-6, 98, 
103-4, 109 




kundura (pi kanddir) 


small boat 


744/1343 


IV: 119, 135,208 


10 




ferry; bamboo- 
cane raft 


732/1331-2; 

734/1334; 

745/1344 


II: 326; III: 359; 
IV: 170, 186-7 


11 


markab (pi marakib) 


cargo ship; coastal 
vesseT^ 01 ^ 


727/1327; 732/ 
1331-2' 734/ 
1334; 743-5/ 
1342-4; 750/ 


II: 160, 181, 354; 
III: 109-10- IV: 
107, 119, 121, 
185, 187, 328 


12 


ii.mii pi qaicarib 


all-purpose boat 


729/1329; 
745/1344 


II: 17, 24, 181, 
226, 231,244-5 


13 


qurqura (pi qardqir/ 
qardqir) 


galley; cargo vessel 


732/1331-2; 
750/1349 


II: 254, 433; IV: 
327 


14 


safari 


sea-going vessel 


732/1331-2 


II: 358 


15 


Mil/ma pi stilulir 




727/1327 


II: 116 


16 


i p] 




727/1327 


II: 116 


17 


shat(i(pl shattiyydt) 




750/1349 


IV: 353 


18 


shillir 


lifeboat 


743/1342 


IV: 107 



390 



Appendix A (cont.) 



No 


Name 


Type 


Period 

(approximate 


Volume & page 
number 


19 


sunbuq (pi sanabiq- 


cargo vessel; 
coastal and sea- 
going vessel 


729/1329; 
732/1331; 
748/1347-8 


II: 17, 181, 183, 
198, 251, 280 


20 


pi ! '/ " / 

tara'idl taradat) 




734/1334; 743/ 
1342 


III: 109-10; IV: 
107 


21 




galley 


743/1342 


IV: 59, 107 


22 


'ushari(pl 'ushdriyyiin/ 
'uslmriyyat) 


lifeboat; skiff 


732/1331-2; 

743/1342; 

745/1344 


II: 60, 251; IV: 274 


28 




medium-sized 
Chinese vessel 


743/1342 


IV: 91 



Al-Maqrlzl (historian) 
Al-Mawa'ii wa-l-i'tibdr fi dhikr al-khitat wa-l-athar, volumes I-IV (191 1-1924) 
Kitab al-suluk li-ma'rifat duwal al-muluk, volumes I-IV (1957-1973) 




Type of vessel 


Khitat (Kh) 
Suluk{S) 


1 


'aldbiyya 


Kh 




baghla 


Kh 




batsa/butsa 


Kh 


4 


bayuni 


S 




dakdsa/ dukdsa 


Kh 


6 


faluwa 


Kh&S 


7 


i 


S 


8 




Kh 


9 


liummala 


Kh 


10 


harrdqa 


Kh&S 


11 


jaldsa 


Kh 






Kh&S 


13 




Kh 


14 


khashba 


Kh 


15 




Kh 


16 


markab — marSkib al-bahriyya/harbiyya/ al-safariyya/ 
al- tujjdr/al-shawdm 


Kh&S 



APPENDIX A 



391 



Appendix A (cont.) 





Type of vessel 


Source 
Khitat (Kh) 


17 




Kh 


18 




Kh&S 


19 




Kh&S 


20 




S 


21 


shakhtur 


s 


22 




Kh 


23 


sallura 


S 


24 


sanbuk 


Kh 


25 


.slant — .slum ■am bakriyya/harbiyya 


Kh&S 


26 




S 


27 




s 


28 


it.sk/ln/ uskariyva 


Kh 



APPENDIX B 



Frequency List of Boat and Ship-types: General Overview from a 
Selection of Early and Medieval Arabic Sources 



Authors & 
Sources -> 

Boat& 

Ship-types 

I 


AQ. 


B 


G 


IB 


0 


EM 


IMa 


EMu 


IS 


J 


Ma 


Maq 


Mi 


N 


Prls 


Q. 


T 


adim-Uyya/ 


















x 












x 




















































































































'ammdliyya 


x 


































'aykar 












x 
























a- tan 














x 






















baghla 
























x 












bahnyya 


































x 


























































































































































































































burahyya 




























































































































































































































































falii/faluwa 




































juik/jum 
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Authors & 
Sources -> 

Boat& Y 
Ship-types 

I 




B 


G 


IB 


IJ 


LM 


LMa 


LMu 


IS 


J 


M; 


Mac 


.Mi 


N 


Prls 


o 


T 






































ghurab 






x 


x 






x 










x 




x 








imdidi 


































X 


hajm 






X 






























hamama 






X 
















X 


X 


X 










hammala 














X 










X 












harbi 






X 


x 




























harraq(a)/ 

Iha.raq 


X 






X 


X 




X 






X 




X 




X 






X 


hurhur 


















x 


















imdma 


















x 
















































































x 










j.d.y 


X 


































ja'fariyya 


x 


































» 








X 


X 


















X 








jahaz 












x 
























jalasa 
























X 












jalba/jalaba/ 
jalab 




X 




X 


X 


X 












X 




X 








jaribiyya 


































X 


jmiya 


















x 














x 




jarm 






x 


















X 












J<lS 






































x 
























x 


















x 




























kakam 












































































































hhaliyya 




































khashba/ 




































khaytiyya/ 
kldtiyrti 
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Appendix B (cent.) 



Authors & 
Sources -> 


AC) 


B 


G 


IB 


IJ 




IMa 


IMu 


IS 


J 


.Ma 


Ma,, 


Mu 


N 


Prls 


a 


T 


Boat& 
Ship-types 

4- 








































































khltt/khayK 






X 
































X 


































kumba 






X 






























kunbar/qunbar 




X 


X 






























kundura 








X 




























ma'diya/ 
ma'diyya 






X 


X 




























mdUt/mahhat 


x 


























x 








makhyya 


























x 










malquta 


























x 










maramma 
























x 












markab 


X 


x 


x 


x 


x 


x 


X 


x 






X 


X 


x 








x 


markush 














x 






















mi'bar(a) 


















X 








x 








x 


misbdb 


















x 


















mismanyya 












x 
























mityal 




x 
































mujawniha 


































x 


muMilibal/nui 


















































x 










x 












muthallatha 


























X 










nubiyya/nuba 
















X 




















nuhbugh 
















x 




















qddis 


















X 












X 






qak 


































x 


qanb/qiroh/ 












































































































qirba 
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Appendix B (cont.) 



Authors & 
Sources^ 




B 


G 


11! 




IM 


IM, 


IMu 


IS 






aq 


M. 


N 


Prls 




T 






































mam'' 




































ramath 


















X 












X 






mqqiyya 


























x 








x 


rikwa/rakwa/ 


















X 










X 








ruba'iyya 




























x 








mda 


X 


































safari 








x 




























safina 




X 














X 








X 


X 


X 


X 


X 


salgha 


















X 
















X 


salum/saMra 








x 
















x 




x 








s.nbuq/sanbvk/ 
sunbuq 




X 




X 








X 








X 




X 












































lira 








x 




















x 






x 


shabuq 


























X 










shadhd 


X 
























X 








X 


shaffara 






X 




































x 






























shakhtur(a) 






X 


















X 




X 








shalandi/ 
shahndiyya 














X 










X 


X 








X 


shlmh 






























































x 










shankulhya 


























X 










shatS 








X 




























slulllr 




































slum/sham 
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Appendix B (cent.) 



Authors & 

Freuenc^ 

Boat& 

Ship-types 

4- 


AQ. 


B 


G 


IB 


0 




IMa 


IMu 


IS 


J 


.Ma 


Maq 


Mu 


N 


Prls 


a 


T 


tabtab 


x 


































tahwwa 


















x 








x 






















































x 


x 




x 










x 




x 








law/ 


















x 
















x 


tayra 


























x 










tayyw/tayyam 


x 
























x 
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GLOSSARY AND INDEX OF 



GENERAL AND MARITIME TERMS 



'abara 
adab 

adab al-rihla 
'adawlT or 

'adawliyya 

(pi 'adawliyyat) 
afldk (sjitlk) 



'aja'ib (s djibd) 
'ajami 

ajfan ghazawiyya 

(also ajfan harbiyya) 
ajfan safarina 
dlam (pi a 'lam) 
alat al-safina 
dma (pi 'am or 
'amat or 'urn) 

(al-) 'amma 

'ammala 

(pi 'ammalat) 



anjar (pi anajir) 



i (s rukn) 



379 to cross (see mi'bar) 

24, 30 a style conforming to eloquent taste; 

a genre of good literary taste 
27 a literary genre of travel accounts 

292, 293, Eritrean cargo vessel; a kind of long 
294 tree 

287 celestial spheres 

255, 340, decked broad war vessel with a domed 

342, 370, cabin, some features identical to 

377 the tanda [s.v] 
344 to destroy by hre 

29 tales belonging to a literary genre 

of marvels 

378 foreign 

255, 339, war galleys [s.v.] (seejajh) 
340 

339 deep-sea cargo vessel (seejajh) 

288 waymark; cairn 
175 the ship instruments 

119, 374 Mesopotamian river raft; smaller 
version of the 'imama [s.v.] (see kelek, 
ramath and tawf) 

300, 332, the common people 

375, 378 

273 a cargo vessel (see hammala) 

199 Gujarati and Kutch term for grad- 

uation in finger breadths (see chih 
and chio, isba' and viral) 

146, 371 anchor 

197, 279 Scorpius (southern constellation) 

378 Arabic 

1 7 pillars or corners 
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arsd 

al-arydh wa- 
l-mawdsim 
'ashur al-shawdni 
'ayyuq 

bd '(pi abwd') 

badan (pi badana 
or bddna) 



bahara (coll.) 

bahhdr 

bahr 

al-bahr al- 'adhb 
al-bahr al-milh 
bahn or bahhdr 
(pi bahhdra or 
bahhdrun or 
bahriyyun) 
bahriyya (coll.) 



bdji 

balam (pi abldm) 

balanj 

(al-)balisti 

i nha do Mom 

banddir al-ghalq 

(also fal-Jghalq) 
bdndni (pi bdndniyyd) 



174 to anchor (see marsa) 

175 winds and seasons 

254 galley -tax 

197, 199 Capella (star) 

144, 186, open-arm's length (a unit of measure) 
195 

32, 148, an Omani coastal trading and fishing 
164, 165, vessel, double-ended and double- 
206, 208 keeled, characterized by her long 
slim hull with a sharp needle-nose 
and high unswept sternpost, one mast 
159, 206, a deep-sea Kuwaiti vessel characteri- 
225, 241, zed by her low bow and high unswept 
242, 314, quarter deck, square galleon-type stern 
315 with rear windows and quarter 

galleries, rigged with two or three 
masts (see ghanja and kutiyya) 
183 sailors (see bahn) 

see bahn 
162, 340 sea; river 
172 river 
172 sea 

1 72, 183 sailor (see bdndni, ghdduf, khaldti, malldh 
nuti and son) 



183, 195, sailors (see bahn); navy 

245, 246, 

334 

371 vakawood 

123, 370 a dugout canoe (see hurt) 

370 ship's cabin 

200 an Arabic term for the Portuguese 

balistinha [s.v.] 
200 the Portuguese version of the kamdl 

[s.v] (see al-balisti and tavoleta) 
188 port(s) closed for shipping (see futuh 

mawdsim) 

178, 183, sailor (see bahn, ghdduf, khaldsi, malldh 
184,362 nuti and sdn) 
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bandar (pi banadir) 
bdnvydn 



baqqara (pi baqaqir) 



baraka 
barasti 
harbalm 



barga or barca 
bdrija (pi bawdry ) 



barmel 
barsha 



battil (pi batdtil) 



battil bahwi 

hid ill karib/qrii ih 
bayraq (pi baydriq) 
bayt al-ibra 
belem 



330 

328, 329, 
375 
370 
330 



barsha (pi barshdi) 256, 330 



baruja 

bdshi (pi bdshiyydt) 



174, 371 port town; port 

88 a term collectively referring to Indian 

merchants 

164, 206 Emirati and Omani double-ended 
fishing and pearling vessel with some 
hybrid features of the badan [s.v] but 
with a sharp pointed bow 

174, 329, coast 

370, 371 

238 blessing; good fortune 

257 a hut built of timber or palm fronds 

77 rare and precious Indian goods 

330, 33 1 an Ottoman three-masted^a/fetf [s.v] (see 
barsha) 

Latin term for bark; small sea-going 
ship 

Mesopotamian river war-barge; an 
Indian Ocean deep-sea vessel; pirate ship 
outer stem 

Arabic term for galliot [s.v] (see barca and 
barsha) 

a sixteenth-century galliot [s.v] (see 
bared) 

329 Persian term for flower pot 

175 methods of taking latitude measure- 

ments of the Pole star altitude 
164, 165, Emirati and Qatari double-ended 

242 coastal trading, pearling and pirate 
vessel, with a fiddle -headed bow, a high 
sternpost and double forward leaning 
masts; also Musandam (Oman) double- 
ended fishing vessel characterized by 
her low pointed prow, high stern 
post and projections 

208 a medium size Musandam (Oman) 

battil [s.v.] 

243 a large size Musandam battil [s.v.] 
238 amulet 

see dd'ira 

123, 370 Persian term for balam [s.v.] 
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bera (also pird) 



bis 

bitzith or bisith 
bum (pi abwdm) 



burdkiyya 

(pi burdkiyydt) 
burma (pi burmdt) 

bunna or bitnnllui 



bust (pi bawdsi) 
bussa or buza 
butzith or busith 



caravel latina 
carraca (also carrack 



329, 370 Hindi term for a large boat 

174, 371 Sanskrit term for storeage; treasury 

1 85 sailor responsible for the ship and crew 

provisions 

see bdrija 
370 keel 

see butzith 

32, 158, Kuwaiti cargo vessel, double-ended, 
159, 160, distinguished by her straight, sharp- 
185, 206, pointed stemhead, ordinarily painted 
227 black and white, with a curved stern 

374 a ship-type 

153, 252, a (round-hull) warship (see jafh); also jar 
339, 342 

343 Syriac term for stone jar 

343 Akkadian term for container 

343 Sumerian term for a large receptacle 

280, 283 Andalusi Arabic term for a ship-type 

(see bussa and bust) 
282, 283 large ship; ferry river boat (see bussa) 
283 Latin term for a large ship (see bust) 

283 Babylonian term for a boat-type (see 

(bust) 

8, 12 Portuguese term for a Black person 

(see kdfir) 

3 1 4 Sanskrit term for a type of vessel (see 

oanfivKE, sambuka and sunbuq) 
207 a Portuguese term for tiller (see kdnd) 

270 Late Babylonian term for ship (see safina) 

272 a ship-type (see Kapafioq) 

see Kapafioq 
156, sixteenth-century Portuguese and Span- 

212-213, ish trading vessel, originally lateen- 
2 1 9-22 1 , rigged, two masts; developed later into 
255, 314, three masts, two forward masts square - 
319, 351, rigged and the mizzen lateen rigged 
368 (see carraca) 

318 lateen-rigged Portugese vessel 

225, fourteenth to seventeenth-century large 
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rarld ; 
cercurus 

chalabiyya 

(pi chalabiyyat) 
chelendra 

chih and chio 

chunam 

cotia 

dabbdba 

(pi dabbabat) 
dabur 
daffa 

dd'ira (also 

bayt al-ibra or 

huqqa or 

qutb numa) 
daman 

daman! or dimani 
daqal or daql or dawqal 
darb min al-safina 
dan 

(also kharwah) 
daryabar 
dau la mtepe 

daw 
dawqal 

day 'a (pi diya') 
daymas 

denga or donga 
dhangi 

,' pi adhru') 
dhow 



346-8 trading vessel with square and lateen 
rigging, similar features to the three- 
masted development of the caravel 
[s.v.] but larger and sturdier with a 
high fore and aft castle 
107 Portuguese trading license 

334 Latin term for a light vessel (see 

KepKovpoq) 

1 2 5 Southern Iraqi Marshes reed boat tied 

together at the ends 
337 Late Latin term for the Greek 

Xe^dvSpa 

1 98 Chinese term for graduation in finger 

breadths (see anguli, isba' and viral) 

1 5 1 burnt lime (see nurd) 

see kotia 

345 an armoured (wooden) tank 

187 west 

see diffa 
196 magnetic compass 



362, 371 leeward 

371 the second navigation season 

see diql 
374 ship-type 
184, 370 sailor in charge of sails 

1 74 sea port 

168, 209, a sewn-hulled East African boat 
210 

370 trading vessel 

see diql 
250 estate 

303 an Egyptian river gondola-type [s.v] 

boat (see dukasa and 'ushari) 
308, 370 Hindi term for small boat 
159 Indo-Pakistani trading vessel 

144, 252 the forearm (a unit of measure) 
3, 123, a collective term used by English 
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139, 140, 


speakers to represent any Perso-Arabian 




151, 158, 


or Indian or East African traditional 




165, 185, 


(sailing) vessel 




207, 208, 






212, 224, 






243, 315 




dhubban 


198, 362 


a unit of measure consisting of four 






isba's [s.v.] 


didabdn 


184, 362 


lookout man (see fanjari) 


diffa or daffa 


174 


riverbank (see shaft) 


(pldifdf) 






dimani 




see damani 


Inn pi daiuiii 


229, 337 


monetary unit 


dinghy 


308 


an English term for a rubber life raft 


diql or daql or 


209 


mast 


daqal or dawqal 






(pi adqdl) 






dim (pi diyar or 


175 


route 








dirham (pi dardhim) 


69, 90, 


monetary unit 




229 




disdr (pi & coll. 


161, 162 


palm-fibre cord; also wooden pin(s) or 


dusur) 




iron nail(s) 


diwan (pi dawawin) 


195, 269 


a collection of poems 


donga 
dromon 


334-337 


see denga 

a seventh-century Byzantine galley [s.v] 






with a wood-castle and ram above the 






waterline (see shalandi and shim ) 


dukasa 


303 


an Egyptian river gondola-type boat [s.v] 






(see daymds and 'ushari) 


dumeh 


308 


a Bahraini term for small boat 


dumi shird' 


308 


sail-powered vessel of Masirah Island, 






Oman 


duni 


308, 370 


Persian term for a long swift vessel 


dunij (pi dawanij) 


252, 308, 


Western Indian Ocean coastal vessel; 




342, 343, 


lifeboat; pearling vessel 




370, 375 




'E<p6Xiaov 


286 


a cargo ship of the Red Sea (see Jiilk) 


falaj (pi afldj) 


85 


water canal 


falu 


306, 370 


an Indian ship's boat 


fanas 


371 


jackwood 
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fanjari 
fann 



fasih 

fatwa (pi fatdwd 

or fatawi ) 
fi talab al- 'ilm 
filka (pi filak or 



1 1 ni i (in (pljaramin) 
fiilk (pi fuluk) 



jurda (pi Jurad) 
jurma ($\ format) 
jusha 

Jutuh mawdsim 



184, 370 
371 
196 
186 

46 

141, 207 
22, 378 

208 

16 

287 



362 
153, 
285-1 



154, 256, 
315 

81, 153, 
253, 281, 
325-327, 
329, 

330-337, 
338, 340, 
343, 344, 
348, 350, 
352-354, 
356, 375, 
376, 378, 



lookout man (see dJdabdn 
punnai 

(3y Ursae Minoris (constellation) 
a term for distance covered on foot in 
one hour or "marching mile" 
beach rock 

the stern fin or the false sternpost 
pure and eloquent language as opposed 
to lahn [s.v.] 
formal legal opinion 

in search of knowledge 
an Iraqi river ferry and pleasure boat (see 
fulk 

and Julukd) 

the main yard (see qariyyd) 
the Quranic term for Noah's Ark (see 
jdriya); large (round-hull) vessel (see filka 
and Julukd) 

an Egyptian river boat and a Red Sea 
coastal vessel (see filka and julk) 
small port town 
template 

canons of an eloquent language 
opening of the season for sailing (see 
banddir al-ghalq) 
see galley 

a development of the carrack [s.v.] ; origi- 
nally a warship then a trading vessel 
fighting ship equipped with the ram, 
one or two masts 
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gargur (pi garagir) 



256, 269, 

330 

291 



(al-)ghalq 

ghalyun (pi ghaldyin 256 



small galley [s.v.] with oars and a single 

mast; long covered warship 

a type of large round basket made of 

palm wicker work (see quffd) 

see ghaduf 

sailor (lit. rower) (see bahri, banani, khalasi, 
mallah, nuti and sari ) 
Prosopis cineraria 



i(p\ghanjat) 159,225, 
314, 315 



ghassaniyya 

(pi ghassdniyytll 
ghazwaniyya 

(pi ghazwaniyyat) 
ghubba (pi ghubban) 
ghurab (pi ghirban 



hadara 

hadidi or hadidiyya 

(pi hadidiyyat) 
hadith (pi. ahadith) 



283, 284, 

379 

273 

174 

151, 203, 
256, 279, 
330, 333, 
340, 

348-351, 
356, 357, 
375 

301, 303, 

375 

184 

373 

250, 322 



121, 
376 



65, 69, 



galleon (a development of the carrack [s.v.]) 

an Omani deep-sea vessel distinguished 
by her curved stempost and a parrot's 
beak on the stemhead, square-shaped 
stern with a high poop (see baghla and 
kutiyya) 

ocean-going vessel 
warship 
shallow area 

a Mediterranean decked or undecked 
war vessel of different sizes operated 
by oars and sails (see shillir and 'ukayri); 
sixteenth to eighteenth-century Western 
Indian Ocean war vessel, the galliot type 
[s.v.] with oars and one mast; also crow; 
raven 

light pleasure boat with a curved stem 
and sternpost propelled by a single oar 
sailor in charge of plugging leaks and 
fixing other damage 
to lower a boat 

war vessel with wooden hull protected 
by iron plates 

Prophetic tradition (sayings and deeds 
of the Prophet and his Companions) 

pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the five 
pillars of Islam 
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216, 219, 
267, 317, 





320 


hajj (pi hujjaj or 


106 


hajy) 
hamala 


378 


hamama (pi hamamat 


279, 350 


or hama'im) 




hammala 


273, 378 


(pi hammalal 




hammam 


91 


(pi hammamat) 




handaza 


371 


luirb 


273, 379 


harbi 


273, 356, 


(pi harbiyyat) 


379 


(also rao^f) 




harraq 


300 


harraqa (pi harraqat 


235, 


or harariq) 


299-301, 




343-348, 




357, 375 


hibal (coll.) 


206 210 


(also Wrfa) 






197 


jjfei al-bahr 


239 


howdah 


279 


hulul al-shams 


175 


wa-l-qamar 




humar 


151 


huqqa 

huri (pi hawdn) 


123, 370 


hun hafar 


123 


hun manshur 


123 


ibra 


196 


ifranji (pi ifranj) 


12 



pilgrim 

to carry (upon one's back) (see hammdld) 
transport ship; dove 

cargo vessel (see 'ammdla) 

bath 

quadrant 

war; battle; conflict (see harbi) 
generic term for warship 

burning; aflame (see harraqa) 
a Mesopotamian and Egyptian war 
vessel; fire launcher; royal (domed- 
cabin) river boat similar to shabbara 
[s.v.] and solium [s.v.]; pleasure and 
ferry river boat; light carrier; Red 
Sea small cargo ship 
rigging 

a(3 Centauri (southern constellation) 

litany of the sea 

litter 

revolutions of the sun and moon 

pitch 

see da'ira 

an Indian Ocean dugout vessel, 
punted or sailed (see balam) 
open-hulled hurl 
built hun 

magnetized needle (see bayl til-ibrti) 
a term used by the Muslim chroniclers 
of the Crusades in reference to the 
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w> 

'iiiiaina (pi timtl hii) 



isba'ipl asabi') 
ishara (pi islmrai) 



ishtiyam (pi 
iskila (pi asdkil) 



jabal (pljibal) 
jadhdhdf 

(pljadhdhajun) 
ja'fariyya 

(pljafariyyat) 
jaffana 
jqfn (pi ajfan 

or jifin or jujuri) 



jahibti 



jalba (pljilab or 
jalbat) 



208 
197 
148 
119 



198, 199, 
200, 201, 
362 

175, 195 



328 
174 

16, 376 

279, 288 
328 



Franks, i.e. Europeans; foreigner (out- 
side Islam) 
leasing 

(3871 Scorpioni (star) 
Zjzyphus spina-christi (see sidir) 
a Mesopotamia!! river raft constructed 
of logs; also an ocean raft (see 'ama, 
kelek, ramath and tawf) 
unit of measure to calculate the la- 
titude of a ship (see anguli, chih and 
chio, and viral) 

knowledge of one's position in rela- 
tion to localised winds, tides, currents, 
coasts and their landfalls, islands, mud 
and sea weed, fish and birds 
captain of a warship 
seaport; commercial centre 
an authority through a chain of reli- 
able scholars 
mountain 



149, 379 a Mesopotamian river boat 



378 

338-340, 
348, 376, 
378 
339 

197, 371 
316 

163, 315, 
316 



184, 220, 
226, 231, 



to make bowls (seejajh) 
a Mediterranean war (round) galley- 
type [s.v] ; merchant vessel (see burma) 

large bowl 
Polaris (North star) 
equipment or fittings; rigging 
a stitched-planked vessel; cargo ship 
sharing characteristics with the Yem- 
enite and Hadrami curve-stemed- 
sanbuq [s.v.]; East African cargo 
vessel 

to transport animals, captives or slaves 
from one place to another (see jalba) 
a Red Sea light passenger and cargo 
vessel; pilgrim ferry boat; light and 
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janah (pi ajniha) 



janbiyya 

(pljanbiyyat) 
jand (coll.) 
jariya (pljariyat or 
jawdrd or jawdr) 
jarkh 
jase 



239,268, swift scoutii 
316-320, 
375, 378, 
381 
373 

203, 204 
371 
187 
328 



used by the 



126 

285, 288, 
289 
371 
163 



to be out of control (a ship) 
wing; oar; floating board 
Indian laurel 
south 

a Mesopotamian transport river vessel 

palm stems stripped of their leaves 
a Qur anic term for Noah's Ark; medieval 
deep-sea vessel (see Julk) 
steering wheel 

a Persian term for a vessel-type (see 



jashu 
jdshujiyya 

(pi jashujiyydt) 
jawzd' 
jidd or jidda 
jinn (coll.) 



judd or judda or 

jidd or jidda 
jummal (also gals') 
junk (pi jun ilk) 



kabirt 
KaSog 

kajir (pi kujjdr) 



kakam 
kfilak 



343, 370 
252, 342, 
343, 370 
197 
174 

24, 240 



174 

373 

67, 101, 

106-107, 

219-226, 

261 

371 

282 

12 



67, 221 
120 



Persian term for sailor 

Western Indian Ocean transport ship 

Orion's belt (constellation) 
see judd 

genie(s); invisible creature inhabiting 
the earth which may both harm or help 
people 
seashore 

rope 

a Chinese and Javanese vessel, flat- 
bottomed, high stern with square bows, 
two or three masts (see kakam and zaw) 

template 

a type of vessel 

non-believer; a coin-term used in the 
Western Indian Ocean by Arabians for 
Pagans, the non-Muslim Black; a 
derogatory term addressed to a Euro- 
pean (see cajfre) 

a small-sized junk [s.v] (see zaw) 
Persian term for reed-raft (see kelek) 
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kulukkit or kdhikct 
KaXaqxxx 
kaljdt or qalfat 



Kapafioq 

(also carabus) 
karrdni or kirdni 
kattumaram 
kawra 
kawtal 

kelek (pi akldk or 
kelekdt) 



KEpKOVpOg 

(also cercurus) 
khabbaz 

(pi khabbdzun) 
khaldsi 

khalTj (pi khuljdn 

or khuluj) 
khaliyya (pi khalayd) 

khann (pi akhndri) 



120 an Akkadian term for raft 

see kaljdl 
371 caulking 
1 74 harbour 

198, 199, the single rectangular plaque to which 
200, 371 a cord with a number of knots are 
attached in order to obtain latitude, 
north and south distances; developed 
from the loh [s.v.] 
149, 165, a Dhofari sewn-planked vessel (South- 
268 ern Arabian coast) (see qinbdr) 

the place where food is stored in lower- 
decked boats 
125 bulbous end of palm stalks to offer 

buoyancy for the Kuwaiti and Bah- 
raini wdriyya [s.v.]; the Iraqi type has 
no karab (see shdsha) 
272,351 a light ship 

183, 362 ship's secretary; scribe 
122 a South-Indian log-raft 

371 knee 

see sukkdn 

1 19-120, a Mesopotamian river raft made from 
139, 375, bundles of bulrushes with the forward 
381 turned up; larger type made of reeds 

with goatskins to support the reeds (see 
'dma, 'imdma, tawf and ramath) 
334 light vessel used for Nile transport 

185, 328 cook 

183,370 sailor(s) (see bah i 'I 

nuti and sari) 
canal; a ship-type 



174, 294, 
374 

280, 281, 
284 

175, 196, 
371 



sailing ship 

rhumbs of the compas 
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kharwah 184 

khashab 234, 266, 

(pi khashabat or 274 

akhshdb) 

khashaba 197, 217, 

(pi khashabat) 267 

khawr (pi khu'ur) 174 

khaysafij 373 

Matf 268, 379 

khaytiyya 268, 379 
(pi khayati or 
khaytiyyat) 

khubz 185 

kotia (also cotia) 314,353 

kundura (pi kanadir) 306, 370 

kutiyya (pi kawati 159, 354 
or kutiyyat) 

lahn 378 

fa4 (pi ofa#) 266-267, 
274 

(coU. and pi afygf) 161 

/ot^z" 371 

M 197 

luban 92 

/tgjf or lujja 1 74 

(pi %j or lijaj) 

mabbara 122 

machwa 252 

madarata (^adapdre) 122 

ma'diyya (pi ma'adi) 376, 377 



sailor in charge of the sails (see rfan) 
piece of wood, plank, board 

wooden post; see loh 

inlet; small bay (see sharm) 

the rope for sails 

thread (see khaytiyya) 

a sewn-planked ship (see mismariyya) 

unleavened bread 
see karrani 

an Indian type of cargo vessel 
(see kutiyya) 

a West Indian ship's boat 
a Kuwaiti and Bahraini ocean- 
going vessel with similar features 
to the baghla [s.v] and ghanja [s.w] 
(see kotia) 

incorrect (faulty) Arabic as op- 
posed to fasih [s.v.] 
any broad or wide and thin plank 

(see saqifa) 

fibre(s) 

rivet 

the nautical instrument to measure 
stellar altitudes; also called khashaba 
[s.v] (see kamal) 
frankincense 
sea depth 

a type of Babylonian vessel 

a fishing and/ or cargo craft found 

on the Northwest Indian coast 

a Red Sea or Arabian Sea raft-type 

recorded in the Roman period (1st 

c CE); a kind of vessel 

a raft-boat made of logs, bamboo 

canes or reeds 
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maglub 


197 


setting of the star in the west (see matla') 


mdha 


373 


to enter (water) through the cracks 


majra (pi majdri) 


196 


the ship's course set out by the compass 


maldh 


172 


an Aramaic and Hebrew term for 






mariner (see malahu and mallah) 


malahu 


172 


an Akkadian term for mariner or 








malha 


172 


the (main body of the) sea 


mallah (pi malldhun) 


172, 184 


mariner or shipman; helmsman in 






pre -Islamic poetry (see bahri, bdndni, 






ghdduf, khaldsi, nuti and sari ) 


malldhiyya 


172 


the mariner's workmanship 


or mildhiyya 
manjanTq 


345 


catalpult 


(pi manjaniqat 






or majaniq) 






mann (pi amndn) 


145 


unit of weight measure 


manty 


371 


benteak 


manzil (pi mandzil ) 


175, 279 


lunar mansions 


mardkib 'ammdliyydt 


273 


Mesopotamian river vessels 


mardkib bahriyya 


273 


ocean-going vessels 


(also mardkib 






safariyya 






or musdfira) 






miirukib hummuhi 


273 


cargo ships 


mardkib harbiyya 


273 


warships 


(also ghazwdniyya) 






mardkib muqdtila 


273 


fighting ships 


mm dkih nut Itiddtt 


273 


equipment ships 


mardkib al-Rum 


273 


Byzantine war vessels 


mardkib shalandi 


273 


ships of the galley-type [s.v.] 


mardkib al-tujjdr 


273 


merchant ships 


maramma 


344 


a Mediterranean large transport vessel 


(pi marammdi) 






maifa ' or murfa ' 


174 


landing place; wharf; quay (see marsa) 


(pi mardfi') 






markab (pi mardkib) 


122, 178, 


an ocean-going vessel 




269, 






272-273, 






274, 379 
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markab khafif 


273 


a cargo vessel 


markab shahin 


273 


a laden ship 


markab thaqTl (also 


273 


a heavy-laden ship 


markab wazin) 






markabtu 


272 


Ugaritic-Chanaanite term for ship 


marsd (pi mardsi) 


145, 146, 


anchor (see anjar); anchorage (see 




174, 381 


mar/a') 


ma'ruf 


374 


known 


masdfa (pi masdfit) 


175 


distance between ports due east and 






west 


mashbar 


301 


river 


mashhuf 


127, 128, 


a generic term for a Marshes wooden 


(pi mashdhif) 


381 


canoe (see matawr and tarrdda) 


mash 'iyya 


252 


an Indian dugout canoe 


(pi mash'iyydt) 






mdshuwwa 


252 


an open-ended lifeboat in the North- 








masmiir(a) 


163 


nailed planks as opposed to mukhay- 






yat(a) [s.v] 


mdtabdn 


185 


barrel-shaped jars 


matawr (pi matawir) 


127 


Marshes canoe made of reeds or 






wood; a smaller version of the tarrdda 


matla ' 


196 


[s-v.] 

rising of the star in the east (see maghib) 


mawdsim al-asjar 


187 


sailing seasons (see mawdsim al-riydh) 


mawdsim al-bahr 


175 


navigable seasons 


mawdsim al-riydh 


187 


sailing seasons (see mawdsim al-asfir) 


mawsim 


175, 187 


season; monsoon 


(pi mawdsim) 






mawsim al-kaws 


187 


south-west monsoon (see rih al-saba 






and rih al-azyab) 


mi liar (pi ma'dbir) 


122, 327, 


a type of river or coastal boat; trans- 




379 


port vessel; raft 


mighdafa 




see mijddf 


mijddf (pi majddif) 


203 


(steering) oar 


mildh 


172 


sailing 


mildha 


172 


seafaring 


mildhiyya 


172 


the mariner's workmanship 



(also mallahiyya) 
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milh 


172 




salt (see al-bahr al-milK) 


mina 






see mind' 


mind' or mina 


174 




port; harbour; anchorage 


(pi mawdni 








or miyan) 








misbdb 


374, 


379 


a ship-type 


mis/an 






see safan 


mismdr (pi masdmir) 


268, 


373, 


nail (see mismdriyya) 


(also sakk) 


379 








268. 


_>I,M 


nail planked ship 
na -pan e s ip 


(pi mismdriyydt) 


379 






mtepe (pi mitepe) 


168, 


241 


an East-African double-ended sewn- 








planked vessel (now extinct) 


mu 'allim 


181, 


183 


ocean-going navigator; shipmaster (see 


(pi mu'allimun 






nuhhudha and rubbdn) 


or ma'dlima) 
mu'ayana 


16 




eyewitnessing or viewing 


mudarat al-markab 


178 




ship management 


mudvf 


133, 


136, 


a reed-built house of the Southern 




137 




Marsh Iraqis 


muhadatha 


16 




interviewing or discussion 


mukhayyat(a) 


163 




stitched planks (see masmurfaf) 


muqdtil 


328 




fighter 


(pi muqdtilun) 








muql 


209 




the Theban palm (sails made from its 








leaves) 


murabba'al ul-tfild 


210 




square-sailed 


*murdi 






punting pole 


murfa' 






see marfa' 


iiiasabbahina 


379 




a cargo ship 


(pi musabahiyydt) 








musakkin 


184 




helmsman (see sahib al-sukkdn and 








sukkdn-gLT) 


musallaba 


210 




square-rigged 


(also salibiyya) 








musattah 


338 




decked; a decked-galley 


(pi musattahdt) 








mutdla'a 


16 




reading or consultation 


muthallatha 


212 




a type of vessel; probably a reference 


(pi muthallathdt) 






to a lateen-rigged ship 
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nabit (coll.) 


291 


Nabateans; Mesopotamian agricultural- 






ists; a pejorative term applied to the Arab/ 






Arabian conquerors 


naffat (pi naffiitun) 


328 


naphtha thrower 


1 i 


184, 328 


carpenter 


nakhudha (pi 


178, 179, 


sea captain; shipmaster; shipowner (see 


nawakhidha) 


183, 212, 


mu'allim, rabb al-markab and rubbdn) 




227, 370 




ndqa 


197 


Cassiopeia and Andromeda (northern 






constellations) 


narajil (coll.) 


148, 209 


coconut(s); coconut timber {Cocus nucifera) 


narr 


371 


pintle 


n<i' si i 


197, 199 


a(3y8e^r) Ursae Majoris (northern con- 






stellation) 


nashi (pi nawashi) 




see harbi 


vavrig 


370 


sailor 


nayruz 


188 


first day of the maritime year 


mm 


371 


the poopdeck or half-deck 


nisba 


379 


relative adjective 


nkoma 


209 


a kind of palm tree (Raphia farinifera) 


nura 


142, 151 


lime and fat substance; burnt lime (see 






chunam) 


nuti (pi nawati) 


184, 370 


sailor (see bahri, bdndnx, ghdduf, khaldsi, 






malldh and sari) 


paradesis 


87 


foreigners 


pira 


329 


an Urdu term for a large boat 


nXoiov 


124 


a vessel-type 


pulwar 


306, 370 


a boat of the Bengali rivers 


qabul 


187 


east 


qadam (pi aqddm) 


144 


foot (a unit of measure) 


qddis (pi. qawddis) 


280, 281, 


large ship 




282 




qalfat or kalfit 


150 


caulking 


qah 




seejummal 


qdna (pi qdndi) 


81 


water canal 


qdr 


151 


tar 


qdrab or qdrib 


272 


Andalusi Arabic term for ship (see 






Kapajiog) 


qarat 


148 


Acacia nilotica; also Acacia indica 


qdrib (pi qawdrib) 


269, 


a Mediterranean cargo ship; transport 
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271-272, 
273, 274, 
322, 351 
qariyya 285 



qasab (coll.) 


115, 129, 




136 


qasida (pi qasa'id) 


20, 120, 




277 


qawarib al-khidma 


271 


qawra' 


283, 284 


qiV or qila' (pi qulu') 


210, 373 


(alsojuljul or 




riwaq or shird') 




qilyata 


256 




148, 149, 


qunbdr or kunbdr 


165^ 268' 


(coll.) 




qirba (pi qirab or 


116 


qirbdt) 








(pi qushur) 




qit'a (pi qita' or aqta' 


352-354, 


or qata'i') 


376 


qit'a harbiyya 


352 


qiyds (pi qiydsdt) 


175, 197 


quffa (pi 


129, 130, 




131, 132, 




139, 291, 




381 


<7z///« (pi ^i//a/) 


240 




130 


qurqur(a) (pi qaraqir 


153, 235, 


or qaraqir) 


289-292, 




305, 




332-334, 




346 



vessel; generic term for a small coastal 
boat (see Kapajioq); lifeboat 

the ship's yard; a wooden square piece 
on the ship's masthead (see firman) 
reed(s) (Phragmites communis) 

Classical Arabic ode 

service boats 

{?} a type of vessel 

sail 



galley-type [s.v] 

coir made from coconut husks 



inflated waterskin 
shell; husk; hull 

a Mediterranean warship; transport 

vessel 

warship 

calculation of latitiude by measure- 
ment of star altitude 
an Iraqi circular coracle made of a 
spiral of reeds bundled together 
in a technique called "coiled basketry", 
woven together with a palm fibre rope 
(see za'vma) 
jug; pitcher; jar 
an Akkadian term for basket 
a Nabatean vessel; round-hulled galley 
[s.v.] , the large type with three decks; 
cargo and transport ship; Egyptian 
pleasure and ferry boat; also a coracle 
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qurqurru 


292 


an Akkadian term for a type of basket 






(see quffa) 


qutb numa 


196 


(see da'ira) 


rabb al-markab 


178 


shipmaster; sea captain (see naMmdhd) 


raja' a 


174 


to drag a vessel on shore; to bring 






[the ship] near the bank of a 






river 


rahil 


278 


journey 


rahmani 


193, 362, 


an Arabic term for the Persian 


or rahmanaj 


371 


rahnama [s.v], pilot guide 


rahnama 


193, 194, 


a manual of sailing instructions in 




371 


Persian (see rahmani) 


ra'is al-tujjar 


95 


head of merchants 


rakiba 


122, 272, 


to mount; ride; board (a ship) (see 




379 


markab) 


ramds or ramdsh 


122 


a Somali fishing raft-boat (see 


or rdmsi or ramlsh 




ramath) 


ramdsh 




see ramds 


ramath (pi armath 


119, 120, 


an ocean log-raft (see 'ama, 'imama, 


or rimdth) 


121, 139, 


kclck, and tawf) 




374 




rdmsi 




see ramds 


ramish 




see ramds 


I'llHlUS 




a small Nubian reed-raft 


raqqiyya 


325, 327, 


Mesopotamian river cargo boat; 


(pi raqqiyyat) 


379 


transport ship 


ra's (pi ru'us) 


174 


a promontory; cape 


rasa 


373 


to anchor 


ribbon 


182 


an Aramaic term for pilot (see 


rih al-azyab 


187 


rubban) 

north-east monsoon (see mawsim 


(also rih al-saba) 




al-kaws) 


rih al-saba 




see rih al-azyab 


riwaq 




see qiV 


roshan 


352 


casement window 


rubban (pi rubbana 


182, 183, 


coastal pilot; sea captain (see 


or rubbanun or 


312, 362 


nukhitdhd and mu'allim) 


rubbaniyya) 






rubbaniyya 


178, 182 


crew members (officers) 
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subului 


379 


to swim (see musabbahiyya) 


sabsab 


379 


a journey to water (see misbab) 


safari (or mi f tin) 


173 


carpenter's tool such as the adze or axe 






by which palm trees are pared 


safina 


173 


to strip off; scrape off i.e. careening 


stifar 


379 


journey; travel (see safari) 


safari 


379 


an ocean-going vessel 


safari 


173 


shipbuilder; shipmaster; navigator 


safina (pi sufun or 


67, 153, 


a generic term for ship or boat; astrological 


saja'in or sqfin) 


173, 175, 


term for the bright southern star that 




269, 270, 


guides navigators and camel drivers 




272, 273, 






274, 327, 






328, 374 




safina bahriyya 


270 


a deep-sea vessel 


safina harbiyya 


270 


warship 


safina safariyya 


270 


a deep-sea cargo vessel 


sqfinat al-barr 


270 


the ship of the desert 


sahib al-sukkan 


183, 184, 


helmsman (see musakkin and sukkan-gir) 




206 




sahil (pi sawahil) 


93, 174 


seashore 


saj 


147, 371 


teak {Tectona grandis) 


sakhara 


373 


to follow the path 


sakk (pi. sukuk) 


373 


nail 


(also mismar) 






> at \>\ \ ifi 


250, 


a Mesopotamian large river vessel similar 




324-325, 


to the sumayriyya [s.v] ; transport warship; 




341 


she-camel 


salibiyya 




see musallaba 


sallura or sullura 


250, 300, 


a river boat identical to the gondola-type 


(pi salafir) 


322-323, 


harraqa [s.v.]; service boat for warships 




345 


(see shabbara); Mediterranean large war 






vessel with three sails 


sambucho 


314 


a Portuguese term for a small and large 


(also zambuco) 




Western Indian Ocean craft (see sunbuq) 


sambuk 


314 


a cognate term for sanbuq [s.v.] in Mehri, 






Hadrami and Amharic 


sambnlia 


314 


a Medieval Latin term for a type of 






vessel (see oa\x$VKE and sunbuq) 




314 


a type of vessel (see sambuka and 



sunbuq) 
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371 

314 



sandal (pi sanadil) 



sapin(a)tu 

saqifa (pi saqd'if) 



sari or sarani 
(pi sarariyyun 
or surra') 

sarimanok 

oeXXdpiov 

sembuk 

s'fina ' or s'finta ' 
s'finah 



(pi shabbarat) 



shdcheh (pi shjdyech) 

shadhd (pi shddhdh 
or s/iadhawdt or 
shaddwdt or 
shadhd 'at) 

shadhd 

shajuni 



227, 
310, 
315 
306 

270 
373 

181 

184 



103 

327 

323 
314 
270 
270 



250, 299, 
300-301, 
322, 370 



250, 323, 
324, 325, 
326 



defect (of the compass) 
Malay term for a small boat or skiff 
found on the Indian coast (as known 
to the Portuguese) 

Western Indian Ocean vessel with the 
high poop and transom stern; also 
open-ended (see sunbuq) 



term for a ship's boat used in Persian and 
Turkish 

an Akkadian term for ship (see safina) 
ship's planks (see lawh) 
see sari 

deputy to the shipmaster; ocean-going 
navigator (see muallim) 
sailor (see bahri, bdndm, ghddufi khaldsi, 
mallah, and nutT); mast 

an Indonesian outrigger canoe 

a galley-type [s.v] propelled by oars 

see usceri 

small sailing vessel 

a Tigre cognate term for sanbuq [s.v] 
an Aramaic term for ship (see safina) 
a Biblical Hebrew term for ship (see 
safina) 

a Mesopotamian gondola (domed-cabin)- 
type [s.v] ; a river pleasure boat like the 
harrdqa [s.v.]; a service boat used to 
manouevre around the enemy ship 
assisting larger galleys [s.v] equipped 
with archers (identical to sallura [s.v.]) 
palm-fibre pins 

a Mesopotamian river barge; decked 
fighting ship 



327 
379 



a type of tree; strength; fragrance 
to cut (see shajjara) 



120 
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shajjdra (pi shajjdrdt) 


252, 342, 




343, 378 


slulli ' 


301 


shajja 


373 


shalandi 


225, 273, 


(pi shalandiydt 


334, 337, 


or shalandd) 


338, 357 


shamdl 


187 


shann :>1 shurum) 


174 


shdsha .pi shdshdl 


125, 139, 


or shush) 


381 


shdti' (pi shawdti' 


93, 174 






shaft (pi shutut 


174 


or shuttdn) 




(also (/j$a) 




jViaWz" (pi shattiyydt) 


379 


shawdhid 


21, 376 


shibr (pi ashbdr) 


144 


shillir 


349 


sliihuun (pi shaldmin) 


362, 371 


shini or shawna 




or shiniyya or 


273-274, 


j/iara or shdniya 


329, 333, 


(pi shawdni) 


334-337, 




344, 356, 




380, 381 


shird' (pi ashri'd) 


210, 373 


{zhojuljul or <7if ) 




j/h/Jz" or shitiyya 


322 


(pi shaydti or 




shaytiyydt) 




shu' 


293 



a Western Indian Ocean galley-type 
[s.v.] 

a Medieval Persian term for a royal- 
carrier 

to cut through the waves 

a Medieval Arabic term which stands 

for the Byzantine %e?idv8iov (or 

X£?idv8pa); decked fighting ship with 

some features similar to the shim [s.v.] 

and the dromon [s.v] ; transport vessel 

north 

inlet; small bay (see khawr) 
a North-Eastern Emirati and Eastern 
Omani beach canoe made of palm- 
leaf spines bound together with coir 
propelled by one or two oars (see wdriyya) 
seashore 

riverbank (see shatti) 



coastal boat 

examples from pre -Islamic poetry, the 
Quran and Hadlth 
span of hand (a unit of measure) 
a war vessel (see ghurdb and 'ukayn) 
the rib (frame) 

a Mediterranean term for a seventh- 
century single-masted galley [s.v.], 
her equivalent being the Byzantine 
dromon [s.v.], both being iden- 
tical to the ninth-century Byzan- 
tine yjzkavhiov [s.v.]; tenth-century 
galley powered by oars (see shalandi) 
sail 

a small and swift Mediterranean 
coastal boat; lifeboat 

a type of tree 



GLOSSARY AND INDEX OF GENERAL AND MARITIME TERMS 



421 



shu'i (pi shwa'i) 



shurub 
stdir 

sfiplasydf) 

sifana 

simdk 

siydsdt (al-bahr) 

oxoXoq 

sujun al-jusur 
sujun al-rijjala 

suhayl 

sukkan 

(pi sukkdndt) 
(also kawthal or 
khaysajuja or 
khayzurdnd) 

sukkan bil-hibdl 

sukkdn-gir 

sulbdr 
sullura 
sumayriyya 

(pi sumayriyydt) 

sunbuk 

sunbuq (pi sandbiq) 



suq (pi aswaq) 



293 an Arabian Gulf and Omani fishing 

vessel almost identical to the square- 
sterned sanbuq [s.v.], characterized by 
her straight stem ending in a double 
curve and transom stern with project- 
ing quarter strakes 

95 fine linens 

113, 126, Zriphus spina-christi (see 'ilb) 

148, 149 

1 74 seashore 

173 shipbuilding; navigating 

197 Arcturus (star) 

175, 178, the sea captain's or shipmaster's rela- 
181, 208 tions with the crew and passengers 
273 fleet 
328 pontoons (see safina) 

328 transport ships for foot-soldiers (see 

safina) 

197 Canopus (South star) 

204, 206, rudder 

362 



206 rope-steering system 

184 helmsman (see musakkin and sahib al- 

sukkdn) 

197 a Eridani (southern constellation) 

see sallura 

250, 304, a Mesopotamian royal river boat; 
323-324, pleasure and ferry river boat; cargo 
325, 326, river vessel and warship of different 
376 sizes (see sumayriyya) 

3 1 4 Medieval Persian term for sunbuq [s.v] 

310-315, a Western Indian Ocean versatile vessel 
320, 370, with a curved bow performing different 
376 functions and of all sizes; Red Sea type of 

coastal cargo vessel (see oanfivKE, 

sambucho and sanbuq) 
367 market 
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la /mi/ 

tafa 

ta'ir 

tajir (pi tu 
laldudhis 



laqrid 



tarda 
I inula 



tarida (pi tarayu 



tarida (pi tara'id) 

taride 

xapha 

tarrad(a) (pi tara'id 
or tar arid) 



tarrada (pi tarradat) 



tartana 
tartane 
tavoleta 

tawf (pi atwaf) 



16 judging the frequency of a term used 

378 to journey around (see tawf) 
197 Altair (star) 

1 78 merchant 
278 camel journey 

201 a unit of measure to determine the 

variances of the wind (see waka) 

306, 374 a ship's boat 
183 chief of sailors 

373 to be tossed about (the ship) by the 

waves 

16 taking travel notes 

379 to fly (see tayyarfaj) 
354 to chase, hunt 

341 to charge upon or assault 

341 see tarida 

341 a Low Latin term for a transport ship 

of horses (see rapha and tarida) 
153, 333, a Mediterranean round-shaped warship 
340-342, equipped with sails and oars; cargo and 
356, 377, transport vessel, also designed to trans- 
381 port horses (see ahawra) 

341 wild animal 

341 a Spanish term for Low Latin tarida [s. v.] 

341 a Byzantine ship-type (see tarida) 

307, 340, a Western Indian Ocean coastal rowing 
354 (sewn- or nail-planked) boat of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; 

war vessel equipped with guns; a ship's 

boat (see terada) 
1 27, 1 28, a fine-shaped Marshes canoe made of 
256, 306, wood, carvel-built, slim and flat- 
307, 354 bottomed with a high curved slender 

prow and stern, all planks covered 

with bitumen (see matawr) 
341 Italian term for a type of vessel 

341 French term for a type of vessel 

see balistinha do Moro 
118, 374, Mesopotamian river raft made of 
378, 381 rough logs and reeds; no 
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waterskins were used to support 
the raft (see 'dma, 'imdma, kelek and 
ramatti) 



tayra (pi tuyur or 


350 


a swift boat; (big) bird 


atydr) 






tayyar or tayyara 


250, 


a Mesopotamian royal boat; river 


(pi tayyarat) 


303-304, 


ferry-boat 




323, 327, 






379 




terada 


307 


Portuguese medieval term for an 






Indian Ocean coast rowing boat 






(see tarrdda) 


thurayyd 


197 


Pleiades (star cluster) 


tir 


197, 371 


Cygnus (northern constellation) 


tirfa (pi tirjat) 


200, 372 


a unit of measure to calculate 






east-west variations 


'ud (pi 'iddri) 


266, 274 


a piece of wood of any tree 


'udda (pi 'udad) 




see hibal 


ufruta 




see ustul 


'ukayn 


255, 349 


a Western Indian Ocean decked 






war vessel similar to the ghurdb 






[s.v] and shillir [s.v] 


iimiuti (pi umam) 


8, 10 


Muslim community 


usceri or uscerio or 


310 


a Mediterranean type of large 


uscerius or usseria 




vessel; Siculo Arabic term for 


or userium (also scieri) 




tunny-fish boat (see 'ushdn) 


'ushdn (pi 'ushdriyydt 


301-303, 


an Egyptian royal river boat similar 


or 'ushdriyyun) 


309-310, 


to the gondola (domed-cabin)-type 


(also daymds 


322, 376, 


/ a [s.v] and the shabbdra [ s.v]; 


or dukdsa) 


380 


Red Sea coastal boat or lifeboat; 






supply boat; Mediterranean cargo 






vessel (see usceri) 


ustul (pi fli-flft"/) 


252, 273 


fleet 


(also M/ri/te) 






z«z77 (s «i7) 


16 


fundamentals 


uxerium 




see usceri 


vallam 


124 


a Tamil Nadu term for dugout 






canoe 


viral 


199 


a Coromandel, Malabar and Lak- 






shadweep term for graduation 
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wahriyya or warjiyya 125 

wakd 201 

wakil al-tujjar 95 

walajiyya 125 

waqi' 197 

wariyya (pi wariyyat) 125-126, 
381 

warjiyya 

wastiyya 379 

(pi wastiyyat) 
XeXavSwv or ^eAavdpa 

(also chelendra) 

zabzab (pi ^arii 250, 304, 

or zabzabiyyat) 323, 324, 
345 

za'ima (pi za'ayim) 129 

^ato 227 
^am (pi azwam) 198, 200, 

372 

zambuco 3 1 4 

zanbariyya 158, 
(pi zanbariyyat) 305-306, 
370 

(pi zawarik) 165, 206 

Oiro 67, 221 

zawraq (pi zawariq 104, 250, 

or zawariq) 306, 307, 

308, 322, 



in finger breadths (see anguli, chih 

and cAio, and u&a') 

a Failaki term for a beach canoe 

(see wariyya) 

to tack against the wind (see taHoyya) 
representative of merchants 
a watercraft-type 
Vega (star) 

a Kuwaiti and Bahraini beach 
canoe made of bundles of palm- 
leaf stems; the Iraqi type is made 
of reeds and fitted with wooded 
thwarts (see shasha) 
see wahriyya 

a Mesopotamian river cargo vessel 
see shalandT 

Mesopotamian royal river boat; 
large pleasure boat and ferry; 
transport river boat; fighting ship 
Iraqi rectangular coracle made 
of reeds with bitumen on the 
outside (see quffd) 
a portion of one's property 
unit of time equivalent to three 
hours 

see sambucho 

Mesopotamian river cargo boat 
with a projected bow; a barge 

Musandam (Oman) cargo or 
fishing double-ended vessel with 
a high stern piece like a dog's 
head 

a middle-sized junk [s.v] (see 
kakam) 

Mesopotamian swift river boat; 
Western Indian Ocean skiff; a 
lifeboat 
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325, 327, 
370, 374 

zaww 298-299, a river boat; large vessel 
370 

zibadra 371 gunwale 
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in Suakin 2004 155 
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42 Curved prow and stern in al-Sufi's Kildli smear 
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in Khor Deira, Dubai 1996 159 
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in Lopo Homem-Reineis' Atlas de 1519 160 
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Abbasid period, 26, 379; peoples, 10; 
reopening of Basra-Baghdad route, 
69; Jumayra, 74; pottery: at Shihr, 
93; breakdown of caliphate, 105; fleet 
at Julfar, 248; instability to caliphate 
caused by Turkish guards, 249; river 
boats, 298; use of the Imrrtiqa in roval 
circles, 299; use of the zavm as a 
state barge on Tigris and Euphrates, 
299; use of 'wham as ferry-boats on 
the Tigris, 309-10; use of harrdqaa in 
the Zanj war, 345 

Abd al-Malik, caliph, 73 

al-Abdl, al-Muthaqqib: on caulking, 
150; comparison of the qaivrii' and 
the camel, 284; verse referring to the 

Abu Ahmad b. al-Mufawakkil, 327 
Abu Ja'far al-Mansur, caliph, 248 
Abu 1- Abbas: loss of ships, 233; use of 

shadhas in canal warfare, 325; use of 

ferry-boat called mi'bar in the Zanj 

war, 327 
Abu 1-As, al-Mughlra b.: raid on 

Daybul, 247 
Abu 1-As, Hakam b.: raid on Persis. 247; 

expedition against Fars, 249 
Abu 1-Fida': Taqwim al-buldan, 2 1 
Abu 1-I.lusan al-Shadhill: recitation of 

Litany of the Sea, 239 
Abu 1-Mal.iasin: Chinese ships in 

Arabian Sea, 78 
Abu 1-Qasim, governor of Fars: attacks 

on Qais, 79 
Abu 1-Qasim al-Baghdadl: derivation of 

wdriyya, 125; description of the kyyar 

as a royal boat, ferry and transport 

boat on the Tigris and Euphrates, 

303 

Abu 1-Tahir al-Qarmatl: hiring of 

.mmqrrvinm, slifirlluls and (ajyars. 323 
Abu Sa 'Id Bahadur Khan: use 

of shabbdras on the Tigris for 

entertainment, 301 
Abu Salama, Zuhayr b.: symbolism of 

the ship, 20 
Abu Shama: warship compared to a 

bird, 203; manning of the shim, 336 



Abu 'Ubayd: authority on 376 
Abu Waqqas, Sa'd b. general, 66 
Aim Yusuf b. Yaqtvb: building of jrt/ii* 

at Rabat fit., 338 
Abu Zavd Hasan al-Slrafl: Chinese 

ships in the Persian Gulf, 77; use of 

coconut coir for sewn ships 149-50; 

Sirafi sewn ships, 163; Syrian 

nail-planked ships, 163 
Abyssinia (modern Eritrea): arrival of 

Muslim converts by sea, 64; sea traffic 

with Arabia, 64; ships with sewn 

construction, 163 
Acch Sumatra), (map 3) 189; supply of 

spices, 260 
Achaemenid period: Darius I, 44; 

development of land trade fin., 44; 

obstruction of shipping on the Tigris 

and Euphrates fin., 44 
Acre ('Akka), 224 

Adawl Arioulis): location, 293: possible 
source of the ship term 'adawli or 
'adawlivya, 293 

Ad-Dour, map 4: excavations, 46, 54; 
contact with Roman world. 54; 
artefacts, 57-8 

Aden (Adan), (maps 3 and 4) 91, 
252-3; killing of Ethiopians, 56; silk 
trade, 78; Sirafis, 79; textile trade, 
82, 87; trade with Hormuz, 84; 
linen trade, 95; base of the shipping 
industry, 95; imports, 95; export of 
glass and pottery, 95; settlement of 
foreign merchants. 95; control of 
Red Sea corridor, 96; illus., 96; visit 
of Zheng He's ships, 98; gate to the 
Red Sea, 107-8; diversion of trade, 
108, 252; maritime trade, 142 ship- 
building centre, 142; watch towers 
for ships, 217; transhipment of goods 
to Red Sea ports, 219; home to 
merchants from Qais and Sohar, 252; 
blockade by ruler of Qais, 252-53; 
strategic role during the Ayyubid 
period, 253; under Mamluk rule, 
257; siege by De Albuquerque, 258; 
defensive position, 258; commercial 
threat to Portuguese, 258; control 
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on Portuguese activities, 259; illus. 
of harbour, 259; loss by Portuguese, 
259; influx of men-hauls, traders and 
sea captains from the Persian Gulf, 
261; use of a skifF called tarrada, 
307; introduction of the shim by the 
Ayyilbids, 335; possible copying of 
the slum by Yemcnilc and Indian 
shipwrights, 335; Persian dominance. 
364; dialect ot jh., 364 
Aden ('Adan), Gulf of: dangerous seas, 
238 

Aclnanl: Arabian tribe, 57 
Adulis, (map 4) 56, 248, 293; port for 

Aksum, 52, 64 
Agatharchides of Cnidus: turtle shells, 

111-12 

Aghlabid navy: capture of Tunis, 215 
Ahmad b. Majid. See Ibn Majid 
al- A idh, Umayya b. Abl: comparison 
of camel and ship, 28 1 ; use of term 
qadi.i for ship, 28 1 
Aidhab fAydhab), (map 3) 96, 105, 
317; role in long-distance trade, 97; 
links with East African coast, 99; 
transhipment of goods to Red Sea 
ports, 219; greeting of mountains, 
239; sacking by Franks. 260: pori 
strengthened, 261; use of alwah 
for ships to ferry pilgrims, 267; 
frequented by shipping and pilgrims, 
317; presence of harrdqas, 344 
Al-Ain, Jamdat Nasr pottery, 41 
'Aja'ib al-Hind: (Marvels of India:; stories 
of raids by pirates, 236-7; stories 
about superstitions, 2 1 1 
al-Ajaj: cited by Ibn Durayd on the 

qurqur, 292 
Ajanta caves: ship illustrations. 32. 209, 
213, 382 

al-Akbar, Muraqqish: comparison of the 
khaliyya with a milking camel. 280 

al-Akhtal: on caulking, 150: the qurqur 
on Mesopotamian rivers, 291 

Akkad/Akkadian period. 361 3: trading- 
partners, 39; conquest of Magan, 
115; import of stone from Magan, 
1 15; nautical terminology, 362; spread 
of trade, 362 

Akkadian language: derivation of kelek. 
120; derivation of quffa, 130-1; 
derivation of mallah, 172; derivation 
oirubban, 182; derivation of sqfina, 
270; possible derivation of qurqur, 



292; possible derivation of shadha, 
327; derivation of burma, 343; 
influence on nautical terminology, 
362; literature, 363 
Aksum, (map 4) 56, 64: exports and 

trade network, 52 
'Ala' al-Mulk: owner of an alimvra, 3 12 
Alexander the (heat, 108; conquest 
of Babylon, 44; death, 44; fleet in 
Persian Gulf, 44; founding of Charax, 
44; naval expeditions in Persian Gulf 
and Arabian Peninsula jh., 114; use 
of galleys for naval expeditions /;/.. 
114 

Alexandria (Iskandariyya), (map 3) 98, 
271, 341; history, 26; topography, 27; 
Red Sea route, 43; transhipment, 52; 
goods shipped to Fustat on the 'ushdn, 
310 

Alexandrian shins: lateen/settee rigging. 
212 

Alf lay I a wa-layla (One Thousand and 
One Nights). See also Sindbad the 
Sailor: the Seven Voyages of Sindbad 
the Sailor, 29; sinking of a ship by 
magnetism, 161; use of iron nails in 
Mesopotamia and Persian Gulf, 1 66; 
crew's headgear, 177-8; Harun 
al-Rashld on a harrdqa, 299-300 

Alfama, 318 

Ali: meaning of the term dusur, 162 
Almeida: defeat of Mamluks at Diu, 
257 

Almeria: construction of harraqas, 
344 

Almohad Muhammad al-Nasir: 
inclusion of the jafn in the fleet jh., 
338-9 

Alster: Bronze Age wooden ships, 133 
Altair, 197 

altitude measurements: Chinese. 
198-200 

altitudes of the stars: possible use for 

parallels on a chart jh., 198 
Amari: Mediterranean cognate for 

ghurdb, 350 
amber, 61, 77, 94, 99 
Amharic: cognate of the siinbuq, 31 1 
al-Amir bi-Ahkam Allah, caliph, 338 
al-Amiri, Ajwad b. Zamil b. Husayn 

Jh; 73 

Amr b. al-As, 13 
anchors, 30, 57, 91, 144-7; 

Indo- Arabian type, 145; wood and 
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lead, 145; stone, 144-6; grapnel, 146: 

grapnel iJ/uS., 147 

al-Andalus. (map 3) 224. 271: linked to 

China, 65 
Andromeda, 197 
angels of the ship 240-1 
animal motifs: on ships, 242 
anti-fouling, 113, 141; use of fish 

oil, animal fat and c/mnain, 151; 

application and repairl51-3 
Antioch, 53 
Apologos. See Ubulla 
Aqaba (Aqaba), Gulf of, 43 
Arab bishops: correspondence with 

Catholicos, 59 
Arab conquest of Iranian plateau, 247 
Arabia, maps 1 . 3 and 1 186 products 

of Po-sseu, 11; land of Moors, 12; 

Ubaid potsherds, 41; Arabia Felix, 49; 

Eudaimon Arabia, 49; Eastern: coastal 

towns, 63; sea traffic with Abyssinia, 

64; trade through Nabateans, 290; 

transport of mangrove poles with 

jahazis, 315 
Arabian, Arab(ian): use of term, 10-11 
Arabian coast: accessibility to primitive 

craft, 11 1: availability of potable 

water, 114; use of stone anchors. 1 15 
Arabian Gulf. See Persian Gulf 
Arabian Gulf (for Red Sea), 5 
Arabian mariners: use of the madimila. 

122 

Arabian Nights. See Alf layla wa-layla 

Arabian Peninsula: coastal peoples, 
10; ethnography, 24; toponymy, 
24; trade with Indian Ocean and 
Mediterranean. 37: Early Bronze Age 
economy, 39; trade fairs, 54 

Arabian Sea, (maps 3 and 4) 185-6; 
ports, 90-5; sewn ships, 163; chief 
harbours, 187; access to pilot 
manuals, 194; hazards for inbound 
ships, 232; frequent mention of the 
ghurab, 350 

Arabian war fleet: cooperation with land 
forces, 248 

Arabians, 382; merchants in China, 
11; control of trade to Mecca, 54; 
trade from China, 54; assimilation 
with Persians, 57; tribal feuds, 57; 
conversion to Monophysitism, 59; 
control of Mesopotamia, 06: in Jullar. 
74; in Calicut, 87; in Malabar, 89; 
shipwrights/ carpenters, 147, 158; 



access to pilot manuals, 194; in ports 
of Ubulla, Al-Bahrayn and Oman, 
364 

Arabians. Gulf: founding of Mogadishu, 
99; in Barawa, 100 

Arabic, 10, 272, 383; language of 
the Qur'an, 8, 15, 377; language 
of administration and Islam, 8, 61, 
362-4; influence of other languages, 
15; limitations of lexica 15, 373-5, 
377-80; Adeni, 18; Andalusi, 18; 
Middle, the Genizah letters, 18; 
dialects of Jewish merchants, 18; 
Egyptian, 18; North African, 18; 
Siculo-, 18; literature, 19-30; Middle-: 
Ttlnldi ai-mustabsh; 24; conversational 
style, 29; lexical 21-2, 373; Arabic- 
speaking pagan cults, 58; sources on 
Chinese ships in the Persian Gulf, 
77-8; terminology of Indian Ocean 
seamen, 1 75; number of speakers, 
194; Andalusi-: use of qarib, 272; 
Early, desert and the sea, 278; 
Andalusl-possible derivation of bust, 
283; Siculo-: meaning of 'ushari, 310; 
accounts of the salgha and sliadlid. 
324; dialect of Aden >., 364; spoken 
in East Africa, 366; in ports, 367; 
Pidgin, 367-8; possible language 
of trade in Portuguese times, 369; 
absorption of foreign terms, 372; 
limitations of texts: on ships and 
shipbuilding, 381 

Arabic grammatical devices: in 

interpretation of terminology, 378-9; 
theoretical moulds, 378-9; prefixes 
and suffixes, 379; relative adjectives, 
379 

Arabic maritime terms, 172-85, 362: 
source of term tawf, 118; source of 
term imilma. 1 19: cognate of madarata, 
122; use of the term balam, 123; 
terms for anchor 145-6; cognates for 
mallah, 172; terms for coastal features, 
1 74; terms for ports and harbours, 
174; terms for crew members 178-85; 
for magnetic compass, 196; texts on 
masts and sails, 209; early use of safina 
for ship, 269; possible link with the 
term /«//,-, 287; possible derivation 
of the qurqur, 292; derivation of 
dmhlmra. 301: derivation < A' larr/ir. .303: 
meanings of .diadhd, 327; derivation 
of tarida, 341; meaning of tanda, 341; 
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meaning of burma, 342-3; derivation 
of jdshujiyya, 343; meaning and 
derivation of harrdqa, 344; meaning 
aighurab, 350; derivation of i/ilu. j.ij; 
imports from other languages, 377 

Arabic root words and their derivatives: 
the root /m.l.h./, 172-3, fig, 173; 
/sj.n./, 174, 210, fig, 174; Iq.r.bJ, 
272; /f.l.k.1, 287; /'.sh.r./, 310; / 
j.kz./", 316; /'.b.r.l, 327; I s.t.hJ . 338: 
/Ltd./, 341; lsh.f.r.1, 343; ih.r.q./ , 
344; /?.£'./, 353 

Ambitus sinus ( Arabian Gulf i, maps 1 
and 5 

Arabikos kolpos (Arabian Gulf), 5 

Aramaeans (Nabat), 58 

Aramaic: language of Tayy Nestorian 
merchants, 11; Berenike ostraca, 52; 
spoken by Nestorians, 58; pagan 
cults, 58; and Judeo-, source of term 
tmvf] 1 18; and" Judeo-, source of term 
'imama, 119; derivation of kelek, 120; 
cognate for mallah, 172; derivation 
of rubbdn, 182; derivation of sqfina, 
270; possible derivation of qddis, 
282; possible derivation of bust, 283; 
Judeo-possible derivation of shadhd, 
327; derivation of jashujiyya, 343; 
language of the people. 362; nautical 
terminology, 362; replacement of 
Sumerian and Akkadian, 363; spread 
to the vernacular, 363; use by Jewish 
community, 363 

Arberry, on Zuhayr b. Abl Sulma's ode 
278-9; translation of the word a lam 
in the Qur'an, 289 

archers: arrows with fire used on war 
galleys, 331; firing of enemy ships, 
322; on the sallura, 322, 345; on the 
tarrada, 354; on the zabzab, 345 

Arcturus, 197 

Aristobulus: on the Gerrhaeans, 46 
Armabil (Armabll), 248 
Armada ships, 223 

Arriaiius Arrian): Alexander the Great, 
44; timber in Mesopotamian region, 
1 13; on Alexander the Great's naval 
expeditions Jn., 114 

Artiuaehalam: authenticity of data fit., 
362; star compasses, 197 

al-Asadl, Bishr b. Abi Khazim: ode 
with reference to treenail, 162; ode 
comparing camels with ships, 279; 
verses referring to the qarwd', 284—5 



al-A'sha, Maymun b. Qays, 7 1 : 
symbolism of the ship, 20; use of 
sqfina in the expression "ship of the 
desert" (camel), 270; verse on ship in 
full sail (khaliyya) 280-1 

al-Ashraf Qansawh al-Ghawri, Mamluk 
Sultan of Egypt: building of fleet, 
257; use of North African navigators, 
257; fortification of Jeddah and 
Suakin, 258; use of barslias and ghurdbs 
against the Portuguese, 330 

Ashurbanipal, 117: circular boats. 
130 

Aslmmasirpal: circular boats, 130 

Ashurnasirpal II, 117 

Al-Subivah: bitumen fragments from 

ships, 137; boat models, 138; reed 

boats, 138 
Assyrians: use of waterskins illus.. 1 17: 

palace reliefs showing waterskins, 117; 

use of rafts buoyed with waterskins, 

1 18; the quffa illus., 131; use of 

Aramaic, 362 
Assvrians, Neo-: control of 

Mesopotamia 43; battle scene illus., 

45; rulers fit., 43 
astrolabes: 202 

al-Asyutr: description of the shim as a 
rowing vessel 336-7; description of 
the qit'a, 352 

Athar (Athr), 78, 237; benefit from 
Persian Gulf trade, 97; excavations, 
97; ceramics and glass making, 97-8 

Atlantic Ocean (Sea of Darkness , maps 
1 and 3) 101 

Atlas de 1519 illustrations: stern castles 
on Muslim ships, 157: /w«/-ivpe ships 
159, illus., 160; square sails, 214; 
ghurdb-type ships, 350; Indian Ocean 
ships, 357 

Awal AwTtl-ISalirain), (map 6) 69: trade 
fair, 63; taxes on ships, 71-2; loss of 
control by Qarmatians, 251; See also 
Bahrain 

al-'Awfl, Sadld al-Dln, 89: magnetic 
compass in Muslim world, 196 

Awra island: shipbuilding, 355 

Ayaz. Malik, supplier of ships to the 
Mamluks, 257 

Ayla (Aqaba), (map 3 [as Aila]) 260; 

meeting place for pilgrims, 96 
Avn al-Tamar, 323 

AyrI Shakarwafi, sultan: owner of jajhs, 
340 
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Ayyubid period, 18, 355; arsenal, 26, 
355; history, 27; strategic role of 
Aden, 253; introduction of the shini 
to the Indian Ocean, 335; timber for 
ships, 356 

Azd 'Uman, 57; Salima b. Malik b. 
Fahm, 57 

Azdites, 57 

al-Azhan: raft construction, 118; the 
klmliyra as a fighting ship, 281; 
description of the gadis as a warship, 
282 

al-'AzIz, sultan, 344 
Azza. Kuthayyir: reference to the 
'adawli, 292 

Bab el-Mandeb (Bab al-Mandab), 
(map 4) 319 

liabylon Raw da , map 1 1-6; settlement 
of the Kassites fn., 43; conquest by 
Alexander the Great, 44; fall of fn., 
46; imports from Arabia and India, 
46; construction of the guffa from 
hide, 132 

Babylonian: derivation of madamta, 
122; Late, derivation of the term 
sqfina, 270; possible derivation of bust, 
283 

Bacanor (Fakanur): taxes levied by the 

sultan, 228 
Badger, 22; on Di Varthema's travels, 

191 

Baghdad (Baghdad), (maps 2, 3 and 5) 
115, 130; flourishing of trade, 67; 
seat of caliphate, 67: Abbasid: loss of 
power, 249; base for Hamdanid attack 
on Basra-Ubulla, 251; pontoons, 
271; transport of goods to Raqqa 
on the luirraqa, 299; arrival of Abu 
Abd Allah al-Bandl, 303; celebration 
of St. Ashmun's day, 304; entry of 
Mu'izz al-Dawla Ahmad in a zabzab, 
304; use of zanbariyyas as pontoons, 
306 

al-Baghdadl, Abd al-Lapf: use of the 
'uslifm'm royal circles, 301-2 

liahn abDuwla I'Tiuz: iw o! the l/irrtir 
at funeral of the Buvid Sharaf 
al-Dawla Shlrzll, 304 

Bahr: al-FarisI (Sea of Fars), 5; al-Hijaz 
( Sea of Ilijaz . 5; al-Oulzum (Sea of 
Qulzum) maps 1 and 5; Fars (Sea of 
Fars) maps 2, 5 and 6 

Bahrain Bahrayn) Island. See also 



Awal, (map 6) 37, 40, 69, 82, 114, 
251; Ubaid potsherds, 41; taxes on 
ships, 71-2; protectorate of Hormuz, 
72; trade in dates, 73; capture by 
Portuguese, 73; payment of tribute 
to Hormuz fn., 73; beach canoe 
(the wanyya), 125; Bronze Age seals 
showing boats, 133; imposition of 
taxes, 228; attacks by al-Mughira and 
al-Hadraml, 249; pearl fishing; boats 
called garib, 271; possible location of 
Adawlhra, 29:!: possible connection 
of dilme/i ii ill' 0 i ii 

for a small boat, 308; use of the dunij 
in pearl fishing, 308; building of the 
kutiyya, 354 
Bahrain IV, 58 

Al-Bahrayn (Al-Bahrayn), (map 3) 37, 
54, 57, 59, 63, 69, 82; pre-Islamic 
period fn., 40; pearl trade, 41, 69; 
guano, 68; extent of, 69; products, 
69; pearl fishing, 69-7 1 ; export of 
water, 71; recession, 105; Qarmatian 
state, 251; presence of Arabians and 
Persians, 364 

al-Baladhurl: the bdrija described as a 
Mediterranean galley, 329; presence 
of Arabians and Persians in ports, 
364 

Balbi: plugging leaks at sea fn., 139 
Balkh: conquest of, 60 
ballast, 123 

Baluchistan, map 1: Magan. 10 
bamboo: for punting poles, 123 
Band Murra b. Amir: crushing of 

Oarinatians, 251 
Barawa: excavations, 99; Gulf Arabians 

in, 100 

Barbaricum: export of silk thread. 17 
Barbosa, 85: onjulfar, 73; Qais, 81; 

goods handled in Hormuz, 84; on 

Calicut, 87; Red Sea ships at Calicut, 

142; sewn ships in Calicut, 164; 

routes across the Indian Ocean, 188; 

use of the tarrada to carry water to 

Hormuz, 307; diverse peoples of East 

African coast, 367 
barges: 299, 305, 325-7; types, See 

Glossary; for transhipment, 53, 298; 

sea-to-river navigation, 297 
al-Baridl, Abu Abd Allah: use of tiirrars 

on arrival in Baghdad, 303 
Baridls: military leaders in Basra and 

Ubulla, 251; use of fire bottles, 251; 
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use of the zabzab at Basra against the 
Omanis, 324; use of shadhds, tayydrs, 
smimrrinns and ydizabs, 327 
al-Barjaml, Dabi' b. Harith: verse on the 
ghassdniyya as an ocean-going vessel, 
283-4 

al-Barkhatl, Abu 1-Zahr: saved from 

storm by an angel, 240-1 
barnacles, 138 

Barren Miles: survival of the ramath, 121 
Barthold: pre-Islamic poetry, 277 
liarvgaza {modern Broach), 50; export 

of silk cloth, 47 
Basra (Basra), maps 2, 3 and 5; diversity 
of peoples and languages, 10; Zanj 
war, 25; founding of, 67; military 
capital of the Arabs, 67; strategic 
importance, 67; export of dates, 
68; produce of, 68; shipbuilding-. 
68; capture by the Qarmatians, 69; 
revenues from taxes, 69; sailors and 
merchants reaching China, 77; supply 
of vessels from Sohar, 85; import of 
slaves, 99; recession, 105; wooden 
posts for lighthouses, 217; taxes on 
merchandise for Bahrain, 228; rough 
seas, 231; use of agricultural slaves 
(the Zanj), 249-50; Band! military 
leaders, 25 1 ; transhipment of cargo, 
298; use of zawraqs. 307; sunbuq 
rowed in standing position, 313; use 
of the salgha for transport in the Zanj 
war, 324; naval encounter of the 
BarTdls with the Omanis, 324; home 
of the shadlia and sumqyrina, 326; 
Persian presence, 364 
Basra (Basra) — Baghdad trade route, 
69 

Al Batinah, Oman: current use of the 

shasha, 125 
Battle of the Masts (Dhat al-Sawarl)>., 

245 

Bay of Lepanto: victory of Christian 

forces, 255 
Beale: replica of early outrigger, 103 
Bedwell: western lexicographer, 380 
Beeston: interpretation of the word 

a'ldm in the Qur'an, 289 
Beirut (Bayrut), 98 

Belitung Island shipwreck, 30-1, 357, 
382; sewn ship, 138; plank fastenings, 
164; similarity to the mtepe, 168 

Bell: iranslation of the word a'ldm in die 
Qur'an, 289 



Ken al-Majjanl on the plundering of his 

cargo jalba, 316-7 
Ben Isaac, Khalaf: report on blockade 

of Aden by Qais, 252-3 
Ben Japheth, Madmun: witness of 

blockade of Aden by Qais, 252 
Ben Jonah, Rabbi Benjamin: Qais, 80 
Ben Yiju, Abraham, 86 
Bengal, 89 

Benjamin of Tudela, Rabbi, 89 
Berbera (Barbara), Sea of: dangers to 

shipping, 232 
Berenike, (map 4) 38, 51-2; ostraca, 

52-3; 

Bevpore shipvards, 142 
Bible, The: story of the Flood, 1 13 
Bilad al-Sudan (Bilad al-Sudan): gold 
from, 65 

al-Blrunl: astronomical studies, 202; 
latitude and longitude, 101 

bitumen: use in boatbuilding, 113; on 
the tarrnda, I'll; on Sumerian canoes, 
128; used on the za'ima, 129; use on 
the za'ima and quffa, 130; from Hit, 
130; on the Ras al-Jins boat, 134-5; 
used for boat models, 137; use on 
reed-bundled vessels from the Bronze 
Age, 137-8; impressions on, 138; use 
in caulking, 150 

Blessed Foot (Sri Lanka), 377 

body parts for measurement: span of a 
hand (shibr), the forearm (dhird'), foot 
(qadam), and the open-arm's length 
(bd'), 144 

Bohras: Da'udls in Cambay, 89; 
Snlaymani in Cambay, 89 

Borobudur temple (Java): reliefs of 
sailing ships, 103, 213 

Bracciolini: LV Conti's learning of 
Persian in Calicut, 366 

Bronze Age: archaeology, 31; sea routes, 
37; Early agriculture and economy, 
39; sea trade, 39; urbanization, 39; 
diipping activities, 41; Early monsoon 
winds, 115; timber trade, 134 

Bronze Age ships. See also Lothal and 
Magan boat: ship construction. 
32, 41; 135; ships, 38; Ras al-Jins 
excavations, 39; design of watercraft, 
111; Late, boat-building tools, 1 12; 
Late, shaping of timber with bronze 
tools, 112; use of bitumen, 113, 
137-8; possible use of oars, 114; 
development of wooden canoes in 



MAIN INDEX 



169 



Mesopotamia, 126; bundled-reed and 
wooden ships, 133; reinforcement 
with wood, 133; boat shapes on 
Bronze Age seals, 133; sickle-shaped, 
133-4; prototype of the Ras Al-Jins 
boat, 135; tying illus., 136; use of 
bitumen on reed-bundle vessels, 
137; limitations of material and 
structure, 140; bundled reed boats 
of Mesopotamia, Indus Valley and 
Egypt, 141; hull shapes, 156; square 
sterns, 156; boat models, 156-7; 
iconography of the ship's captain on 
seals, 178; animal motifs on ships, 
242; similarities with contemporary 
ships, 381 

Buddha: Ajanta caves, 32 

Buddhists: invocation of Tara's help, 
239 

al-Buhlurl: poem referring to the zaww, 
299 

Baku | Buku|': .shipbuilding. 355 
Burckhardt: sailing on a ramus, 121 
Burma, 89 

Bushehr (Bushahr): centre for Sasanian 
sea trade, 56; Sasanian period port, 
75: decline, 75 
Buyid period, 79; end of, 80;>., 79 
Buzurg b. Shahrivar: taxes on trade/ 
sea traffic, 64; Sirafi seamen, 77; slave 
trade, 103; incursions by the islanders 
of Waqwaq, 103-4; use of term 
anjar, 146; names of crew members, 
1 78; captain's responsibility for safety, 
178; on sea captains 178-80; the 
perils of sailing to China, 180; on 
a dishonest sea captain (Marzaban) 
181-2; on a competent sea captain 
ial-Bakhtari), 182; journey time from 
Kalah (Malaysia) to Sohar, 189; use 
of stars for navigation, 193; number 
of men on ships sailing from Siraf to 
Saymour, 225; taxes levied by Sultan 
of Oman, 228; delavs due to' storms, 
229; loss of ship in storm, 231; storm 
in the Malay seas, 233; the markab, 
272; the dunij in India, Sri Lanka and 
East Africa, 308; early use of sunbuq 
to sail to China, 312; mention of the 
jalba, 316; fear of pirates, 329; sea 
battle with bdrijas, 329; connection of 
XEXdv5tov with shini and dromon, 334; 
connection between xapha and tarlda, 
341 



Byzantine craftsmen, 13 
Byzantine Greek: derivation of the term 
qdrib, 272 

Byzantine period: development of lateen 
sails, 211 

Byzantine ships: illustrations of 
construction features, 154; 
manning of warships, 245; the 
dromon, equivalent to the slum, 331; 
comparison of the dromon with the 
Muslim s/imi, 335; the shalandi , 
337-8; use of flame throwing, 345; 
iconography, 356 

Byzantines, 246; suzerainity of 
Sasanians. 57: iconography of 
Muslim warships, 321; use of the 
shakndi hi campaigns against the 
Muslims fn., 337 

Caffre: use of term, 8, 12 

Cairo (A-Qahira). See also Fustat, 98; 
gold trade, 65; minting of gold coins, 
100; celebration of Mamluk victory 
at Chaul, 257; festival with fireworks 
lit from harraqas,, 300; Museum of 
Islamic Art, 347 

Calicut (Qaliqut), (map 3; 87, 98, 187, 
365; diversity of foreign residents, 87; 
timber trade, 87; shipbuilders on Red 
Sea ships, 142; shipyard illus., 143; 
ships with marble anchors, 146; sewn 
ships, 164; nail-planked ships, 166; 
Chinese ships, 222; Portuguese earavek 
and sambneho>, dins.. 313 

Cambay (Khambayat), map 3: a chief 
port of India, 86; Gujarati merchants, 
88; Parsees, 89; Muslim-ruled 
entrepot, 238; trade links with 
Mombasa and Mogadishu, 366 

Cambaya, 95 

camel: comparison with ship and sea; 

See poetry 
cannabalism: 233; by pirates, 236-7 
canoes: 125—7; types, See Glossary 
canoes, beach: building of the shasha, 

125-6; illus. of the shasha, 127 
canoes, dugout: types. See Glossary. 
111-12, 116, 123; construction and 
tools used, 123; use today, 123; illus., 
124; made on Island of Qamar, 
Southwest India, 252; the mash'iyya 
used by Indians, 252; capacity of the 
mash'iyya, 252; used in warfare, 252 
canoes, reed, 116; outriggers, 103; use 
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of paddles, 1 15; survival to the 20th 
century, 125; sea-to-river navigation, 
297 

canoes, wooden. See also canoes, dugout, 

126: the nws/i/mfit/iix. 128; Sumerian, 

128-9; the tarrada illus., 129 
Canopus, 197; southern star used for 

navigation, 173 
( anion, map 3: Chinese merchants to 

Siraf, 77 
Cape of Good Hope, 101; 

circumnavigation, 49; impact on 

Indian Ocean trade. 108: Portuguese 

trade route, 108, 258 
Capella, 197; measured with the k/imril, 

199 illus. 
careening. 152-3 

cargo ships: 239, 267-73, 292-4, 299, 
315-8, 320, 324, 328, 332, 339, 
341-2, 346-7, 349-50, 356; types, 
See Glossary; decking, 160; capacity 
(weight) 218-26; use for passengers, 
219, 298; protection by warships, 
235; use of convoys, 237; river type, 
coastal and sea-going 297; categories, 
297; transhipment of goods at Basra- 
Ubulla, 298; possible use of the 
-jmbiirirm on Mesopotamia!! rivers. 
305; the 'ushdn on the Nile, 310; 
jalbas carrying camels from Jeddah to 
Yemen, 318; Indian Ocean, 356; See 
also shipwrecks 

Cassiopeia, 197 

Casson, boat construction sequence, 

155-6 
Castaldi: 1548 map, 5 
Catholicos: correspondence with Arab 

bishops, 59 
caulking and sealing, 150-1, 162, 

334, 351; interiors, 113, 139, 184; 

Egyptian use of clay sealing, 136: 

described in Egyptian papyri, 1 50; 

ellicicncv of oakum Jn., 150; 
cavalry transport: 241,' 325, 327, 341, 

381; tvpes. See Glossary 
Centauri (a|3), 197 

ceramics: Jamdat Nasr, 39, 41; Ubaid 
pottery, 39, 40-1; illus. of boat 
model, 40; Chinese porcelain (and 
other artefacts) in Ras al-Khaimah, 
74; Chinese porcelain and ceramics, 
77; export from Gulf to Lamu 
archipelago, 78; Chinese porcelain 
at Siraf, 78; Style III sherds, 78, 81; 



Chinese, at Qais, 81; Chinese, in 
Sohar, 86; 'Abbasid, 87, 93; Sasanian, 
93; pre-Islamic potsherds, 94; export 
from Gulf to Sharma, 94; export 
from Aden, 95; porcelain at Sharma, 
95; production at Athar, 97-8; Islamic 
and Chinese ceramics at Manda, 
Aharga and Pate, 100 

Chah Bahar Jn., 49 

chain of authorities {isnad), 16, 25, 
376 

Chaldean: possible derivation of bust, 
283 

Chaldeans: control of trade, 44; Jn., 46 

Chalukya dynast}-. 216 

Changle inscription: number of Zheng 

He Treasure Ships, 225 
Chanhu-Daro, 41 

Charax, map 4: maritime trade centre, 
43-5; destruction by Hood /;/.. 15: 
rebuilding by Antiochus IV fn., 45; 
founding of the town by Alexander 
the Great, 53 

charms: worn for protection, 238 

charts, nautical: availability in Indian 
Ocean, 191-2 

Chan Ju-Kiia: trade between Malabar 
and Zanzibar, 100 

( haul, map 3, attack on Portuguese by 
the Mamluks, 257 

Cheng Ho. See Zheng He, 261 

Chesney: the kelek, 119; rare use of 
leather to cover the quffa, 132; 
reinforcement of reed-boats, 133 

China/ Chinese trade: Persian and 
Arabian merchants, 10-11; trade 
using Arabian merchants, 54; 
maritime contact with Sasanian 
Empire, 56; imports, 61; import of 
Persian goods, 61; linked to 
al-Andalus, 65; sea route, trade with 
Siraf, 77, 78; exports to Muslim 
world 78,>., 78; trade contacts with 
Malabar, trade goods, 78; trade with 
Hormuz, 84; merchants in Cambay, 
88; decline of trade with Persian 
Gulf, 105; trade with Quseir 
al-Oadim and Sharma. 106; import 
of coir, 149; dangers of sailing to. 
180-1 

China Sea trade: extra taxes, 228 
Chinese ceramics/pottery. See ceramics 
Chinese seafaring: shipwrecks, 31, 382; 
sea route alternative to Silk Route, 
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54; superiority of Ming fleet, 107; 
determination of longitude, 191; 
sailing instructions, 194; introduction 
of magnetic compass, 196; star 
diagrams, 199-200, illus., 201; 
use of cross-staff for star altitude 
measurements, 200; origin of the 
rudder. 204; transfer of rudder 
technology to Arabians Jh., 205; 
dependence on shipping in other 
areas of Western Indian Ocean, 235; 
development of axial stern rudder, 
382; transfer of technology, 382; 
introduction of Greek Fire, 383 

Chinese ships {junk). See also Zheng 
He's Treasure Ships: illustrations, 
31-2; in Ubulla, 67; on Malabar 
coast, 67; on sailing to the Persian 
Gulf, 77; dominance in Western 
Indian Ocean, 77; harbour tax at 
Muscat, 90; dangers exposed to, 
105; use of square stern, 157; nail- 
fastening, 166; presence in Western 
Indian Ocean. 199; warship with 
leeboards, 204; number of masts, 
209, 222-3; size, 220-1, 225-6; types 
of>., 221; number of sails, 222; 
illus., 222; availability of materials 
for ship's joinery, 223; use of small 
masts for turning, 223; seaworthiness, 
225-6; use of naphtha-throwers on 
warships, 345 

Chinese wares: in East Africa, 99 

Chola dynasty, 246 

Chou-ku-fei routes across the Indian 
Ocean, 188 

Christian ships. Set also Crusader ships: 
332-4, 346-8, 350; types, 
See Glossary; warships in Egypt and 
Red Sea, 26; used by Ibn Jubayr, 27; 
merchant ships Jh., 235; increase in 
size over time, 337; galleys called jajhs 
by Muslims, 339; counterpart of the 
harraqa, 344 

Christianity/Christians. See also 

Crusaders: Nestorians, 11, 58-9, 60 
illus.: Christian Moors, 13; symbolism 
of the ship, 20-1; Melkites, 58-9; 
Sasanian period trade, 58-9; 
Monophysites, 59; sites in the Gulf 
region, 59; St Thomas Christians, 88; 
war against Islam, 142; invocation 
of help at sea, 240; encounter with 
Ottomans at Bay of Lepanto, 255; 



naval wars (and raids w ith < )ilomans. 
Man Jflks and Syria, 260; iconography 
of Muslim warships, 32 1 

Christides: claim that the shim, and 
.Maudiwnv virtually die same, 338: 
possible representation of the harraqa 
on a plate, 347; differences between 
early and Mamluk ghurabs, 349 

Church, 58: on the Chinese economy, 
107 

coastal ships and boats: 308-9, 312, 

375; types, See Glossary 
coastal features: terminology, 1 74 
coconut palm: for rope and thread, 
112, 148-50, 268; pegs, 139; boat 
making, 148; uses of Jh., 148; oil: use 
in caulking, 150; matting for sails, 
210, 376 

code of behaviour for captain and crew 
(siyasat), 175, 178, 181, 208 

coffee beans: in Ras al-Khaimah, / 1 

coins: Quseir al-Qadim, 18, 254; 
numismatic evidence, 53, 78; 
Ad-Dour, 57-8; Qalhat, 90; Arabic, 
100; Chinese, 100; gold and silver, 
at Mtambwe Mkuu, 100; minted at 
Cairo, Mogadishu, Tunisia, Tyre and 
Damscus 100 

Commentaries: description of the sunhuq as 
flat-bottomed, 314; use of sunbuqs to 
guide caravels, 314; equipment of the 
war tarrada, 354 

Comoro Islands, 103 

compass: rhumbs. 175, 196-7: rhumb 
stars, 196-7 

compass, magnetic: availability, 191; 
Arabic terms for, 196; introduction by 
Chinese, 196; use in Muslim world, 
196; construction 196-7; written 
evidence of use, 202 

Constantinople: conquest by Ottomans, 
256; sieges by Arabs Jh., 245 

convoys: cooperation of shipowners, 
237; benefits of, 237-8 

copper: trade, 41, 43, 45, 50, 52, 98, 
100; production Jh., 43; -working. 86: 
saws -use in early boat building, 1 1 2 

Coptic: Berenike ostraca, 52 

Coptic craftsmen, 13; shipwrights 355 

Coptos, (modern Qift), 52 

coracles: of reeds, 116, 129-30; the 
circular quffa, 129-33; the rectangular 
za'ima, 129-30; use until modern 
times, 129-30; quffa construction 
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with pomegranate branches Jh., 130; 
quffa coiled basketry, 130; quffa use 
of cowries and blue beads, 130; 
similarity to Assyrian boats, 130; the 
quffa illus., 131; presence in other 
parts of the world, 132; resemblance 
of Assyrian boats to modern craft, 
132; method of rowing the quffa, 132; 
possible identification for the qurqilr. 
291-2 

coral reefs: danger to shipping, 67, 105, 

183, 186, 220, 232, 316 
Coromandel coast, 189, 340; 

measurement of stars by pilots, 199 
Correia: Indian Ocean anchors, 146; 

bitumen and fish oil use in Melinde. 

151; galleon built in Gujurat, 154; 

nailed planking al Melinde. 166: 

iron-fastened ships at Camianore, 

167; shipwrecks jh., 192; sail 

resembling the settee, 213; covers for 

cargo on Indian ships, 226 
Cosmas Indicopleustes on Sri Lanka, 

188 

cotton; trade, 56, 69, 80, 87, 95, 100, 
366; rope used for sewing the jalba, 
163, 317, 381; availability, 210 

craftsmen, 369: Byzantine, 13; Coptic, 
13; Persian, 13; Parsees, 89; Indian, 
143 

crew members: and responsibilities. 

1 75-85; illus. from the Maqumat, 

177; captian (nakhudha), 178-84, 193, 

212-13, 233; terminology, 178-85; 

navigator/pilot, 181-4, 196-200; 

deputy navigator, 181; secretary 

or accountant, 183; bailer, 184; 

carpenter, 184; helmsman, 184, 206; 

look-out man, 184; cook, 185, 277; 

for Zheng He's ships, 224; manning 

of the barija (war/pirate ship), 328; 

nationalities on Muslim warships Jh., 

328; terms from Persian and Indian 

languages, 370 
crocodiles: danger to shipping, 234 
cross-stalf: construction and method of 

use, 200; for measurement of star 

altitude, 200 
Crusader ships, 297-8: unsuitable for 

sailing on the Nile, 298; use of shinm 

for transport jh., 334 
Crusaders: chronicles of the Crusades. 

12, 341, 344, 352; transfer of rudder 

technology to the Mediterranean in 



the First Crusade, 206; war against 

Islam, 246, 260 
customs and port duties; See taxes 
Cvprus: raids bv Muslim ships fit., 

245 

Da Gama. See also Correia: 313; sewn 
ships at Melinde. 163; voyages. 167; 
voyage from Malindi to Calicut, 182; 
journey times, 1 89; shown a sea chart 
by a Moor, 191; sighting of a sunbuq 
near East African coast, 312; use 
of Arabic, 368; encounter with Ibn 
Majid, 383 

Da Mota: possible use of star altitudes 
for parallels on a chart Jh., 198 

Dabba fDabba): trade fair, 64 

Dabul (Dabul), 353 

Dahlak island: anchorage, 293; 
plundering of a cargo jitlbti. 'Ml 

Damascus Dimashqi, 33, 98; minting of 
gold coins, 100; mosaic iconography 
of Mediterranean Arab ships, 158; 
Umayyad administrative centre, 269 

Damietta (Dimyat), 225 

dangers of sea travel; See also coral 
reefs, storms and piracy: currents, 
215, 243; crocodiles and large fish, 
234 

Dar al-Aman — The Land of Security 

(Hormuz), 84 
Dar al-Islam, 23 
Darius I, 44 

date palm. See also treenails: fertilization 
with guano, 68; barasti huts, 74, 257; 
for rope, 112, 118, 148, 161-2; for 
shipbuilding, 113, 148; construction 
of the ramath, 121; construction of the 
h-drivni and \ha.\ha. 125: stalks -.kamlr. 
use for buoyancy, 125: slmsha illus.. 
125; palm-fibre: nails (slijayech) , 126: 
thread for tving canoes, 126; for sails 
and sacks, 148; caulking 184, 266; 
sails from leaves. 209 

date trade, 41, 45, 51, 61, 68, 69, 73, 
82, 86, 114 

al-l)awla Klimnarlagin. Rukn governor 
of Fars, 79 

Day of the Nile Inundation, 305 

Daybul (Pakistan): map 3, raid by al- 
Mughlra b. Abl 1-As, 247; capture by 
Arabian fleet and land forces, 248 

Daylamite rule: control of Aden and 
Jeddah, 364 
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De Albuquerque: conquest of Hormuz, 
84; sacking of Qalhat, 90; failure to 
take Aden, 107-8, 258-9; acquisition 
of map from a Moor, 192; destruction 
of ships in Qalhat and Hormuz, 256; 
siege of Aden, 258; illus., 259; capture 
of ajalba to reconnoitre the Red Sea, 
319; description of the jalba as light 
and swift, 319; use of jalbas at Qalhat, 
319-20; gathering of intelligence 
in Red Sea and Somali coast, 319; 
meeting with Gregorio da Quadra, 
368; use of interpreters, 369 

De Alcala: Mediterranean cognate for 
ghurab, 350 

De Azevedo, Portuguese commander, 
259 

De Barrros: sea charts, 191-2; sea chart 

of the Indian coast fn., 198 
Dc Biberstein-Kazimirski: western 

lexicographer, 380 
De Camoes: verse on Jeddah, 98; 

pidginized Arabic, 367; frustration of 

De Castanheda: on Goa storehouses for 
nails and rope, 165-6 

De' Conti: navigation by stars, 197; 
comparison of size of Indian and 
European ships, 219; number of sails 
on Chinese ships, 222; on Persians in 
Calicut, 365-6 

De Goeje: on al-Muqaddasi's use of the 

Dc Gracvc: methods of rowing, 115 

Dc Mcnczes: attack on Ottoman galleys 
at Muscat illus., 261 

decking, 141; on the war galley, 331; 
on the quiquia. 334; importance for 
protection of oarsmen, 338; on the 
ahawra, 342; on the ghurab, 349; on 
the qit'a, 352 

Demotic: derivation of ramath, 122 

Dhahran (Zahran), 72 

Dhofar (Zufar): maps 3 (as Dhufar) and 
4; source of frankincense, 50, 92 illus.; 
rock drawing of ships illus., 55; export 
of horses to India, 91; frankincense 
trade, 91; pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic harbours, 91; Ibn Ilawqal, 
91-3; Mahra, 91-3; Marco Polo, 93; 
method of sewing the kambdri, 165; 
use of term kambdri for sewn boats, 
268 

dhows: role in the Western Indian 



Ocean, 3; nail planking. 1 10; current 
use of shark oil in the Gulf and 
Oman, 151; continuity with the past 
158; lateen rigging, 212; floral motifs, 
243; called jahdrj in East Africa, 315 
al-Dhubyam, al-Nabigha, pre-Islamic: 
poet: symbolism of the ship, 20; ode 
with reference to the madarata, 122; 
the helmsman •mullah. 172: reference 
to the qurqur and Nabateans 289-290; 
identification of qurqiliy. as Xabatean 
ships, 290; the 'adawli and khuluj 
293-4 

Di Varthema: spice trade at Jeddah, 
98; Indian ships with marble 
anchors, 146; nails used in Calicut 
shipyard, 166; Arabian navigators 
with compasses and charts, 191; on 
payment of taxes in port, 227; report 
on' ships in Jeddah, 258 

Dibba: trade fairs, 54 

Dilmun, map 4; sea trade, 39-40; 
Sumerian tablets, 40; trade with 
Mesopotamia, 41-3; role in copper 
trade, 43; import of wood for ships, 
134; seals 134, 138; wooden ships 
illus., 135 

al-Dimashql: Sliannn and Shihr, 94 

al-Dln. Adil: transport of warships from 
Egypt to Red Sea by land, 260 

Diodorus Siculus: on the Nabateans, 
290 

Diogo Botelho, 213 

Diu: attack by Mamluk-Ottoman fleet, 
257; defeat of Mamluks by Almeida, 
257; ships typical of the sunbuq 
illus., 311; attack on Portuguese by 
al-Ashraf Qansuh al-Ghawrl, 330 

Djibouti, 133 

Do Couto: Christian Moors, 13 
Dozy, 22. 380; description of the qadis 
as a large ship, 282; description 
of the bust, 283; (and Engelmann) 
derivation of the modern term fuhlka. 
287; description of the tafida, 340; 
Mediterranean cognate for ghurah. 350 
Dravidian: derivation ol luilam, 12 1 
Dujavl. River: (he harraqa as a ferry, 300 
al-Dujayll: raft construction, 118; 
derivation of balam, 124; description 
of the fi/ka as a rowing boat, 287 
Dumat al-Gandal: trade fairs, 54 
al-Durt: control of Abbasid caliphs In- 
Turkish guards, 249 
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Dutch: in Western Indian Ocean, 4; use 
of term Moor, 13,//., 13; possible 
connection of barsha with barija, 330 

Dwaraka, 40; home to pirates, 236 

East Africa, 4; land of Caffres, 12; 
artefacts in Ras al-Khaimah, 74; 
lslamizalion of coast, 99: minting 
of silver coins, 100; Indian presence, 
106; trade with Quseir al-Qadim and 
Shartna, 106; the mtepe, 168: arrival 
of the Portuguese on coast, 182; the 
dau la mtepe 209; source of gold, 229; 
mtepe with bird's head design, 241; 
attacks by Portuguese, 255-6; use of 
sunbuqs, 312; home of the jahazi, 315; 
Shirazi/Sirafi settlers, 366; Persian 
settlers, 366: immigrant merchants, 
367 

East Africa ports: home to Persian ship 
captains, 179; influx of merchants, 
traders and sea captains from the 
Persian Gulf, 261 

ligypl. -See also Ayyubid and Fatimid: 
[maps 3 and 4) 249; maritime history, 
18; Ancient, symbolism of the ship, 
20; history, 27; Pliaraonic ships fn., 
38; urbanization in Early bronze 
Age. 39; bronze Age, early trade 
with Mesopotamia, 43; exports to 
Massawa, 52; use of copper saws, 
1 12; timber used for ships, 113; 
papyrus for boatmaking. 131; use 
of clay sealing in reed boats, 136; 
bundled-reed boats, 141; papyri 
with reference to caulking. 150: 
illustrations of sewn ships, 164; use 
of steering oars, 203; illustration 
of rudders, 205; trade with India, 
237; Ayyubid decision to secure port 
at Aden, 253; panic over Prankish 
incursions, 260; building of the 
shalandi by the Fatimids, 338; harraqas 
in the fleet, 344 

Egyptian merchants: control of 

frankincense trade, 91; in Aden, 95; 
trade with India, 97; control of trade, 
106 

Llamiles: control of trade, 44 
elephant trade, 51 

Engelmann (and Dozy): derivation of 
the modern term fuluka, 287 

English: in Western Indian Ocean, 4; 
use of term Moor, 13 



Epic of Gilgamesh: use of bitumen, 1 13; 

building sewn ships, 138-9; story of 

the Flood, 139 
Eratosthenes: toponyms for the Persian 

Gulf, 5; World Map illus., 6 
Eridam (a), 197 

Eridn: map 4, Ubaid pottery, 40 
Ervthracan Sea, maps 1 and 4 
Ethiopia, v, also Aksitm: maps 3 and 
4, silk trade, 47; incense trade, 51; 
rule over Yemen, 56; Muslim raid on 
coast, 247 
Ethiopic: cognate of lamat/u 122 
Eudoxus of Cyzicus: crossing of the 

Indian Ocean, 48 
Euphrates, (maps 3 and 4) 4, 46, 53, 
65; silting of mouth, 68; dangers to 
navigation, 68-9; navigation, 114, 
118; skeleton-first method, 155; use 
of the bust, 282; use of the harraqa as 
a light carrier, 299; use of the harraqa 
in royal circles, 299; use of the zaww, 
299; use of the tayyar as a royal boat, 
ferry and transport boat, 303; use of 
zanbariyyas as pontoons, 306; use 
of the hadidi by the Turks, 322; use 
of sumayriyyas and tayyars against the 
Qarmatians, 323 
Euphrates, Lower: use of the quffa, 
130 

European technology: influence on 
shipbuilding. 159: influence on the 
Indian kutiyya, the Kuwaiti baghla and 
the Omani ^liuii/a. 1 59 

Europeans, 314; arrival in Indian 
Ocean, 3; called Franks, 12; 
determination of longitude, 191; 
preference for square sails, 2 1 1 

eye -witnessing (mu'dyana), 16 

Failaka Islands, (map 4) 59; beach 

canoe, 125: bronze Age seals slumiiiff 
boats, 133, 141 

Failaki dialect: cognates of wdnyya, 125 

Farazdaq: ships of teak, 147 

al-FarisI: authority on, 376 

1'ars bars Province. See also Buyid 
period and Siraf, maps 6 and 7, (Pars) 
11, 23, 55, 79; establishment of the 
Sasanians, 55; products, 56; building 
of warships, 79; raids on 247; attack 
by Hakam b. Abl 1-As, 249 

Fatimid to Mamluk periods: Red Sea 
trade corridor, 260 
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Fatimid fleet: protection of Karimi 
merchants, 237; naval activity and 
expansion of the Muslim fleet in the 
Levant and Mediterranean, capture 
of Egypt, Jh., 245 

Fatimid period, 106; ceramics at Athar, 
97-8; diversion of trade from the 
Persian Culf. 97: transfer of trade 
to Red Sea, 105; trade with India, 
237; Qais attempts to re-route trade 
through Persian Gulf, 252; use of 
(lie hanfiqa on the Nile, 299; types of 
'ushdri gondola, 303; use of qurtjitrs for 
Day of the Nile Inundation festival, 
305; use of 'usham as ferry-boats 
on the Nile, 309; use of qurqiiras as 
pleasure boats on the Nile fit., 333; 
founding of shipyards al Mahdiyva 
Jk, 335; building of slunh at 
Mahdiyya Jh., 335; size of the shini 
335-6; building of the shalandi, 338; 
transfer of lateen sails to Western 
Indian Ocean, 346; timber for ships, 
356; flourishing of trade between Red 
Sea and India, 366 

Ferrand: Chinese terms for Persians and 
Arabians, 10-11; use of Persian, 383 

ferry-boats: 309-10, 324, 327, 375; 
types, See Glossary 

Firdawsl: illustrations of ships in the 
SliiiliiKima. :! i 

fire as a weapon. See also Greek Fire 
and naphtha: fire bottles used by 
the Baridis, 251; on the zabzab, 324; 
used to burn shadhas, 326 Jh.; used by 
archers, 331, 341, 345; on the hanfiqa. 
344-5, 375; throwing fire and/or 
burning naphtha, 345 

lircworks: lit from harraqas on the Nile, 
300 

l'iruzabad (Flruzabad), 76 

fish oil, 141; use as preservative, 113, 

126, 139; use in caulking/ sealing, 

123, 150-1, 184 
fishing boats: 123, 271, 293; types, See 

Glossary 

flax: trade, 80, 82; for oil, fishing nets 
(linen), 112; for sails (linen), 112, 209, 
376; transport on 'usham, 310; carried 
by ghurabs on the Nile, 350 

Fleischer: Greek derivation of sallura, 
322-3 

floral motifs (on ships): association with 
Persian influence, 243; replacement 



of the oculus, 243; use since antiquity, 

243; illus., 244 
frankincense. See incense 
Franks (Portuguese), 26; control of 

Ayla, 260; defeat of by Muslims, 260; 

sacking of Aidhab, 260; use of qit'as, 

353 

Franks, use of term, 12 

French: possible connection of tartane 

with tarida, 341 
Freytag: western lexicographer, 380 
Fuess: on ad hoc building of Mamluk 

fleet, 262 

fundamentals (usul) method, 16; illus., 
16 

Fustat (Fustat)— Old Cairo: map 3: 
the Genizah letters, 18; topography, 
27; cargo ships, 218; trade and 
pilgrim route to Hijaz, 260; attempts 
at capture by the Crusaders, 298; 
celebration of the Day of the Nile 
Inundation, 305; use of qurqfir for 
leisure, 305; goods shipped from 
Alexandria and Tripoli on the inhari. 
310 

Galvao, gathering intelligence 319 

Ganson: 1568 map, 5 

Gedi, 99, 100; excavations, 99; graffito 
showing settee sail, 213 

genies ; jinn): offerings to, 240; in 
dangerous spots for sailing. 2 10 

Genizah letters, 18, 19, 27, 80, 343; 
harbour management, 18; Hebrew, 
18; Jewish communities, 18; languages 
used, 18; Middle Arabic. 1!!; shipping 
transactions, 18; trade between Red 
Sea and Mangalore, 86-7; Jewish 
merchants, 89; export of glass and 
pottery from Aden, 95; Egyptian 
agents in Red Sea, 97; on transfer 
of trade from the Persian Gulf to 
Red Seaports, 106: shipbuilding 
in the Indian Ocean, 142; use of 
naklntilha for captain and shipowner, 
179; damage and theft of cargo, 228; 
records of shipwrecks Jh., 228; use of 
warships to protect precious cargoes, 
237; protection of cargo, 254; sewn 
boats on the Nile caUed qinbar, 268; 
cargo ships termed qaribs, 271; the 
'us/tan as a cargo ship, 310: cargo 
jalbas in the Red Sea, 316-17; cargo 
ghurdbs, 349-50; the qit'a, 352; cargo 
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ships used as warships, 356; timber 

trade for shipbuilding, 356 
Genoese ships: dimensions, 221 
Gerrha: maps 1 and 1, founding of Jh., 

46; location of 46-7; its origin Jh., 47 
Gerrhaeans, 46-7: distribution of cargo, 

46; trade with Mediteranean and 

Nabateans, 47 
Gesenius, 22 

Gestes des Chiprois: use of inflammables 

and explosives by the harrdqa, 345 
Ghalafiqa (Ghalafiqa), 237 
Ghalata: presence of jqfns Jh., 339 
Ghassan 'Ghassan): meetings of poets, 
277 

ghio tree: used for Hobman canoe, 103 
Gibb: description of the qasida (ode), 20 
Gildemeister: description of the ushuri 

gondola, 302-3 
glass: glass-making, 86; glass making at 

Shihr, 94; export from Aden, 95; at 

Athr, 97-8: Mamluk, 99; glass vessels, 

101 

Goa (Sandabur/Sindabur), (map 3) 
259: storehouses for nails and ropes, 
1 65-6; attack from the sea by the 
Sultan of Honavar, 254; landau in 
fleet of warships. 312 

goatskin: for fsvmbolic) protection of 
ships, 242 

Goga (Qpqa): Ibn Battuta on an 'ushdn, 

Goiieiu: dmvaiiou of jii.\liiijixm. :( l:! 
gold: from Punt Jh., 38; mines of Wadi 

Allaqi, 52; importance of, 65; from 

East Africa, 229; used for currency by 

the Sofalis, 366 
gold trade, 41, 45, 49, 51-2, 65, 82, 87, 

101, 106; Sofala, 101; use of warships 

for protection, 237 
Golius: western lexicographer, 380 
Golpho di Persia (Gulf of Persia), 5 
Gomes, Joao, Portuguese commander, 

319 

Gong Zhen: crew for Zheng He's ships, 

224; inventor)- of Chinese ships, 224 
Graeco-Roman period: shell-first 

method, 155 
Grande Island, Goa: finds of stone 

anchors, 145 
Great Sea, the arm of (Indian Ocean), 

5 

Greek: Berenike and Quseir al-Qadim 
ostraca, 52; derivation of madarata, 



122; derivation of balam, 124; possible 
derivation of qddis, 282; possible 
cognate of the Julk, 286; possible 
link with the term Julk, 287; possible 
derivation of sunbuq, 314; derivation 
of .mlliim, '>-'.'>: possible connection 
of seliedie :<s-fth\x\: and sliadhu. 327: 
possible derivation of qurqum from 
KepKoupoi; (kerkuros), 334; cognate of 
shalandi, 337; derivation of glmrdh. 
351 

Greek Fire, 236, 345; description of Jh., 
345; introduction by Chinese, 383 

Greek period. See also Hellenistic period: 
trade routes, 38 

Greeks: trade with Red Sea coast and 
India, 51; introduction of the lateen 
sail, 211; reference to the sludmidi as 
a Bvzantine dromon. 337: shipwrights, 
355 

guano trade, 68; 

gudgeon and pintle fastenings. 123, 207 
Gujarat: dangers from pirates, 236; 

textile industry, 87 
Gujarati ships: sewn ships, 164, 219; 

capacity (weight), 219; pilgrim traffic, 

219 

Gujaratis: in Calicut, 87; merchants 
88-9; measurement of stars by pilots, 
199; alliance with Mamluks, 257 

Gulf, the. See also Persian Gulf and 
Arabian Gulf; 4; toponyms, 4-8 

Gulf®, Arabian, 5; of Arabia (the 
Gulf), 5; of Basra (the Gull), 5; of 
Fars, 5; of Persia, 5; of Qatif 
(al-Qatlf), 5; of the Indian Ocean 
(the Gulf), 5; Persian (map 3) 5-8; of 
Aqaba, 43; of Oman, 133; of Oman, 
winds, 186 

Ilablba, the Prophet's wife, 64 
Iladhramaut > Iladramawtj. See also 

Dhofar; 37, 63; port towns and 

link with Dhofar Jh., 50; source of 

frankincense, 50 
Hadhramis: on East Africa and West 

India coasts, 367 
al-Hadrami, Al-'Ala' b. governor of 

Bahrain, 218: expedition against 

Bahrain, 249 
Hadraml chronicles: 12; Portuguese 

activities, 256: use of term milium inn 

for cargo and transport ships, 269; 

the tarrdda as a coastal or rowing 
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boat, 307; reference to the sunbuq, 
312; use of Turkish ship name barca, 
330; references to the tarrada, 354 

lladrami: cognate of the sunbuq, 314 

Hadrami (modern) sanbuq: compared to 
the jahdzi, 315 

Haft Aurang of Jami: animal stemhead 
illus., 242 

Haines: safety of waterskins, 117 

Hama, 53 

Hamdanids: capture of Basra-Ubulla, 
251 

Hanseatic League port seals: rudders, 
205 

Harappa, (map 4) 40-1 

Harik or Kharik (Harik or Kharik): 

(map 6) 8, 76, 824, pearl fishing, 82 
al-Harlrl. See Maqdmdt illustrations 
Harmi al-Rashld: expedition to Yemen. 

94; nocturnal excursions on a harraqa, 

299-300 

Hasa (al-Ahsa ! ), 37, 59, 69, 72, 82, 
251 

al-Hasa tribe: founding of Mogadishu, 
99 

Hasik (Hasik), 94 

1 lalshcpMil. ( )uecn: expedition to Punt. 
38; naval expedition to Punt fn., 38 

al-Hawwan, Tasnlm: governor, 248 

Hebrew: in the Genizah letters, 18; 
Berenike ostraca, 52; cognate for 
mallah, 172; derivation of the term 
saftna, 270 

1 [ellcnistic period: port of Ad-Dour, 46 

Herat: conquest of, 60 

Herodotus: toponyms for the Red Sea. 
5; on India, 49; ship term jr^otov 
(ploion), 124; construction of the quffa 
from hide, 132 

Heyerdahl: Kon-Tiki expedition fn., 121; 
crossing the Indian Ocean on the 
Tigris, 133; reed boats, 134 

Hieratic: derivation of ramath, 122 

Hijaz (Hijaz), 260, 344 

Hill: comment on astrolabes, 202 

llilla: ma]) 5, pontoons, 271 

Hindi. See also Indian languages: 
derivation of bun, 123; derivation 
of balam, 124; terminology of 
Indian Ocean seamen, 1 75; possible 
connection of bera with barija, 329; 
possible derivation of dCmij. 308: 
terms for timber, 371 

Hindus. See also Gujaratis: merchants, 



88; conversion to Christianity by 
Francis Xavier, 256 
lii])palus: crossing of the Indian Ocean. 
48 

Hit a al-Hira), (map 5) 11, 59; meetings 

of poets, 277 
Hit, (map 5) 53, 130 
Hobman: voyage front Indonesia to 

Madagascar, 103 
Hofuf, 47 

Homem-Reineis. See Atlas de 1519 
Homer: the Odyssey, 29; building of a 

galley by Odysseus fn., 327 
Horns, 53 

Ilonavar iHinawr): map 3, base for 
attack on Goa, 254 

Hormuz (Hurmuz), (maps 3 and 7) 
55, 87, 107-8, 248; rebuilding by 
Sasanian.s. 55: ships front China. 
56; suzerainity over Bahrain, 72; 
suzerainty over Julfar, 73; tributes 
from Bahrain fn., 73; expulsion of 
Portuguese fn., 73; imports from 
al-Mataf, 74; conquest of Qais, 81; 
trade items, 82; seaport for Kirman 
and Sijistan provinces, 82, 84; control 
of ports and trade (routes), 82; 
separation from Persia, 82; control of 
coast of Persian Gulf, 84; embassies 
to China. 84; seaborne empire, 84; 
conquest by De Albuquerque, 84; 
under Portuguese rule, 85; visit by 
Barbosa, 85; Gujarati agents, 88; visit 
by Odoric, 163; use of treenails by 
shipwrights, 164; major Portuguese 
port, 248; base for attack on Kirman, 
2 19; prosperity under the Hormuz 
princes 254; destruction of ships by 
De Albuquerque, 256; secured by 
Portuguese, 260; presence of jafhs, 
339 

Ilornell: advantages of one steering oar. 
204 

Hon Han Shu annals, 54 

Hourani: on naval activities, 246 

al-1 Ittdliall. Abu Sakhr: reference to the 

ramath, 121 
Hudhall (pre-Islamic) poets: use of the 

term qadis for a ship, 282; reference 

to the fulk, 285 
hugging the coast, 114, 195 
Hulaylah: excavations, 74 

Ibn Aban, Sahl, 194 
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Ibn Abba*. Ilamid: use of the harraqa, 
300 

Ibn Abl Salma: verse on a storm at sea, 
231 

Ibn Abl Zar': description of the ^mrab. 

349; account of armed qit'as in 

Morocco, 352 
Ibn al-'Abd, Tarafa: odes on camel 

journeys, 278; comparison of camel 

litters with ships, 280; comparison of 

camel's neck with rudder of the busi, 

282; verse referring to 'Admvlina. 293 
Ibn al-Abras, Abld: symbolism of the 

ship, 20; ode comparing camels with 

ships, 279 
Ibn al-AlliIr: (wviiiig of the .duullm loi 

protection, 326; references to the 

harraqa, 343-4 
Ibn al-KalkliT: toponvms for the Gulf, 5; 

decline of Siraf, 79-80 
Ibn al-Manqall: use of fire arrows, 345 
Ibn al-Mujawir, 81; Qais, 81; on Sohar, 

86; Red Sea ports, 106; duties of 

the ship's secretary (Aarram), 183; 

reference to a Persian pilot manual, 

1 94; reference to ships with wings, 

203; offerings to the spirits, 240; 

witness of bloc kade of Aden lr< Oak 

252; description of the burma, 342; 

description of the dunij, 375 
Ibn al-Miuawakkil: size of navy, 325 
Ibn al-Zubavr. Mus'ab governor: labour 

required to tow the zanbariyya, 305 
Ibn 'Alas, al-Musayyab: ode on pearl 

diving, 7 1 ; verse on casting anchors, 

145-6 

Ibn Babishad Muhammad: captain's 
duty, 178 

Ibn Barraq: reference to the fulk, 285 
Ibn Bata'ihi, Ma'mun vizier: building of 

shinis and shalandh, 338 
Ibn Battuta: use of the term Muslim, 
12; travel to China on n junk, 22; 
ship-types, 27; voyages, 27-8; Chinese 
ships on the Malabar coast, 67; pearl 
fishing, 69; Qais, 81; Mangalore, 86; 
Calicut, 87; Cambay, 88; Qalhat, 
90; Mogadishu, 99-100; Kilwa, 101; 
rope making from coconut fibre, 
150; on sewn Yemenite ships, 163; 
advantages of sewn ships, 164; on 
an incompetent pilot, 182; use of 
the term rubban, 183; journey times, 
189; types of Chinese ship >., 221; 



size of Chinese ships, 221-2; number 
of men on a large junk, 223-4; 
travel to China on a. junk, 225-6; 
accommodation on large junk, 226: 
camels on board a jalba, 226; taxes 
on ships in Malabar, 228; jettisoning 
cargo in a storm, 230; tales of storms, 
232; petitioning of holy man (Abu 
Ishaq Ibrahim b. Shahriyai for 
protection, 238; types of Indian war 
vessels, 254; expedition to conquer 
Goa, 254-5; Indian warships, 255; 
sailors use of qaribs as pontoons, 
271; pearl fishing boats called qdrib 
between Siraf and Bahrain, 271; 
quote from Nasir al-Dln b. Nahid, 
286; the sallura, 300; Iraqi type of 
Iturrdi/n called duddtara, 300; use of 
a shahbdra by the Khan and vizier, 
301; reference to use of the huidum 
in the Maldive Islands, 306; an 'ushari 
stuck in the mud at Goga, 309; 
the 'ushari used as a lifeboat, 309; 
use of the sunbuq as a coastal boat, 
312; use of the sunbuq to greet ships 
at Zafar, 312; rowing of sunbuq in 
standing position, 313; travel on a 
Genoese qurqura jh., 333; reference 
to jafn- type ships at Hormuz, 339; 
reference tojajh-type warships in 
Indian Ocean, 339-40; similarity of 
Indian Ocean and Mediterranean 
jqjhs, 340; rowing methods on Indian 
Ocean and Mediterranean jq/hs, 340; 
the tarida, 341-2, 377; use of musical 
instruments on the tarida, 342; the 
ahawra, 342, 347; comparison of 
the ghurab with the 'ukayri and shillir, 
349; oars on the Qandahari 'ukayri, 
349; Persian dialect in Qalhat, 365; 
Persians in West Indian ports, 365; 
terminology of ship-types, 376; the 
sunbuq, 376; use of ma'diyya for rafts, 
376-7; use of the war-tarida for 
cavalry and horses, 381 

Ibn Durayd: derivation of qim/ui. 292: 
description of the qurqura, 332; 
authority on, 376 

Ibn Fadl Allah al-'Umarl: use of hurlers 
on Mediterranean harrdqas, 344 

Ibn Faqlh al-Hamadanl, 90 

ibn llablb: on trade fairs in the Arabian 
Peninsula, 54, 63-4; reference to 
Christian qurquras jh., 333 
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Ibn Ilawqal, 76; toponyms for the Gulf, 
5; revision of al-Istakhri's work, 23; 
map of Fars, 76; Dhofar and Mahra, 
91-3; charting of the Indian Ocean, 
190; dangers of rough seas in the 
Persian Gulf, 231; zawraqs near Basra, 
307 

Ibn Ilazim, Shaykh Abu 'All: meeting 

with al-MuqaddasI, 190 
Ihn Ibrahim, Muhammad: commander 

of the Zanj warships, 325 
Ibn Iqbal, 93 

Ibn Iyas: on celebrations of Mamluk 
victory at Chaul, 257 

Ibn Jubayr: use of the term Muslim, 
12; on Aidhab, 105; on sewn jalbas, 
163; on the navigator (rubban), 183; 
European preference for square sails, 
211; handling of sails, 211; size of 
jalba ferry-boat, 220; number of 
passengers on a Genoese ship, 224; 
payment of taxes in port, 227; on 
a storm in the Red Sea, 232; on a 
storm between Aidhab and Jeddah, 
233; use of alwah in the Rihla, 267; 
on pilgrim jalbas crossing the Red 
Sea from Aidhab to Jeddah, 317; 
on poor treatment of pilgrims, 317; 
construction features of the jalba. 3 1 7: 
description of the jalba, 376; sewing 
of the Red Sea. jalba, 381 

Ibnjuzayy, 28 

Ibn Khalaf: astronomical studies, 202 
Ibn Klialduii: on combat at sea, 13; 

influence from al-Mas udl, 25; use of 

the term 'ud for a ship, 266 
Ibn Khallikan: description of the 'ushan, 

301 

Ibn Khaqan, vizier: use of the tayyar, 
303-4 

Ibn Khurradadhbih, 28; geography of 
the region, 23; sea route to China, 
77; Indian trade products, 87 

Ibn Kulthum, Amr: use of sqfina in 
the expression "ship of the desert" 
(camel), 269-70 

Ibn Lakls: Waqwaq Islands, 104 

Ibn Majid, 383; Umda, 30; pearl fishing 
boats, 71; the twelve Principles of 
Navigation, 1 75; captain's reliance 
on the crew, 179; routes across the 
Indian Ocean, 188; the Moor of 
Gujarat Jh., 191; use of pilot manuals 
in iiis writing, 193; the Persian 



ralmama, 194, 371; need for Arabic 
pilot manuals, 194; use of pilot 
poems, 195; adaptation of Persian 
pilot manual, 195; equipment used for 
the qiyds, 197; measurement of star 
altitudes, 199; bearings for tacking, 
201; code of behavior for ship's crew, 
208; on masts, 209; use of term 
khashab for ship on the Tihama coast 
i Yemeni, 267: the jahazi, 315; record 
of Muslim qit'a, 353; Arabic version 
of the uilmama 371; art of navigation 
in Arabic, 383; encounter with Yasco 
da Gama, 383 

Ibn Mammall. 3 1 1: ship-types, 26; 
number of oars on the shim, 336; 
description of the Muslim shalandi as 
decked, 338; protection of oarsmen 
on the shalandi 'by decking, 338; oars 
on the ghurab, 349; the Ayyubid 
arsenal, 355; description of the 
war-shim, 381 

Ibn Manzur: raft contruction, 1 18; 
significance and limitations of his 
Arabic lexicon, 373; derivation of 
talawwa, 374; raft names, 374 

Ibn Miskawayh: on Abu Abd Allah 
al-Barldl's use of tavyars, 303; hiring 
of river warships by Abu 1-Tahir 
al-Qarmatl, 323 

Ibn Mu'ayyid al-Dawla: use of the 
-jilrjil) at his funeral, 304 

Ibn Muhammad, 'All, leader of the 
Zanj slaves, 250 

Ibn Murshid, Nasir — Imam: attack on 
Julfar >., 73 

Ibn Nahid, Nasir al-Din: comparison of 
julks to celestial spheres, 286 

Ibn Rabl'a, Labld: on caulking, 151; 
verse on steering oars, 203 

Ibn Rusta, 28; travels, 23; trade through 
Basra, 68; Mediterranean 
nail-planked ships, 163 

Ibn Sa'd: description of die harraija. 375 

Ibn Shadhan, 194 

lim Slialiriyar. .V, Burzug 1). Shahrivitr 
II in Slialniyar. Abu Ishaq Ibrahim. 231! 
Ibn Slda: construction of the ramath. 
121; making of wood and lead 
anchors, 145; anchor types, 146; 
wooden nails, 162; description of 
qishr as a ship, 266; description of 
the qurqura, 332; significance and 
limitations of his Arabic lexicon, 373; 



raft names, 374; presentation of chain 
of authorities for ship-types. 376: 
description of making an anchor. 381 

Ibn Tulun: use of term qawdrib al-khidma 
for service boats, 271 

Ibn Wajlh, ruler of Oman: attack on 
Basra-Ubulla, 251 

Ibn \\ : [\ ise ol i '/( gondi >la to 
transport Nur al-Dln Arslan Shah. 
301; use of the sallura on the Nile, 
322; cavalry on the tarida, 341 

Ibn Yazld, Abu Zayd Hasan, 28 

Ibn Ytisuf al-Thaqafl, al-Hajjaj: 
governor of Iraq, 248; building of 
ships with nailed planks, 269 

al-ldnsT: Julfar, 73; decline of Sohar, 
86; Yemen, 94; Sharma. 91; Malmcli, 
100; trade between Sumatra and East 
Africa, 1 04; danger of coral reefs, 
183; world map of 549/1 154, 190; 
the mask ijya 252 use of zawiaqs 
on the Tigris, 307; the dumj — pearl 
fishing and accommodation on board, 
308; the jahaz, 315 

meense trade, 17, 268, 290. 315: from 
Punt >., 38; Dhofar (source of) 50, 
52, 90, 92 illus.; Saba (source of 
frankincense and myrrh), 51; myrrh 
trade by Nabatcans, 51; Ethiopia. 
5 1 ; control by Egyptian merchants, 
91; Shihr, 93; Leuke Kome, Myos 
Hormos, 290; Khasab, 315 

India (West): maps 1 and 3, products 
of Po-sseu, 1 1; source of gold, 49; 
trade with the Ptolemies and Yemen, 
50; import of pearls from Bahrain, 
73; artefacts in Ras al-Khaimah, 74; 
trade goods, 78; export of spices to 
Qais, 80; relations with ruler of Qais, 
8 1 ; chief ports of southern coast, 86; 
products of, 87; import of horses, 
from Arabia 87, 90—1; Portuguese on 
west coast, 89; Egyptian merchants, 
97; trade with Quseir al-Qadim and 
Sharma, 106; Portuguese ships, 143; 
supply of timber for shipbuilding, 
143, 147; import of coir, 149; Indian 
and Persian ship design on northwest 
coast, 154; trade with Egypt, 237; 
evidence for naval warfare, 2 16; 
links with Iran, Persian Gulf and 
Mesopotamia, 248; raid from Julfar 
248; raids on coast by rival sultans, 
254; attacks by Portuguese, 255-6; 
non-collaboration with Portuguese, 



258; Portuguese hold on coast, 258; 
influx to ports of merchants, traders 
and sea captains from the Persian 
Gulf, 261; trade through Nabateans, 
290; use of the jalba, 316; frequent 
mention of the ghurab, 350; source of 
timber, 356 

Indian languages: language of trade, 
362; terms for crew, 370; terms for 
ship parts, 370-1; terms for timber, 
371; nautical terms 371-2 

Indian languages: role in Indian Ocean 
to 369-70; ship names from Bengali, 
Hindi and Sanskrit. 370; terms for 
crew members, 370; terms for ship 
parts, 370-1 

Indian Ocean .West;: maps 3 and 4) 
185, 357; role of the dhow, 3; arrival 
of Europeans, 3; toponyms, 8; Seven 
Seas of the, 8-9; development of 
technology, 14: seafaring tradition, 
14; trade with Arabian Peninsula. 
37; early crossings, 48; domination 
In- Muslim shipping, 65; arrival of 
Portuguese, 65: commercial links 
with Iraq, 66; sea routes, 75, 188; 
dominance of Chinese ships, 77; 
Chinese trade activity, 78; crossing 
in primitive boats, 103: organisation 
of shipbuilding. 1 12; shipbuilding 
sites (Classical and Medieval Islamic 
period), 142; finds of stone anchors, 
145; supply of shipyards with timber 
from India, 147; medieval accounts 
of sewn ships, 162; dangers of sailing 
to China, 180; stops during crossing, 
187; main routes, 188; piracy, 236-8; 
naval activities, 246; disruption of 
trade due to blockade of Aden, 
252; use of caravels and carrarks by 
Portuguese. 255; ports captured 
by Portuguese, 256; building of 
forts by Portuguese, 257, 260; naval 
incursions by Franks (Portuguese), 
260; long distance trade, 261; 
long distance trade, 261; role of 
medieval Muslim ships, 265; possible 
provenance of the fulk, 285; early use 
of the simljuq. 312; Mediterranean 
Muslim warships, 321; introduction 
of the shun by the Ayyubids, 335; 
presence of ja/rc-type ships, 339; use 
( if g/nimbs, 356 

Indian Ocean — Seven Seas of Classical 
and Medieval Islam (map 3) 9 
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Indian shipping: dependence on 
shipping in other areas of Western 
Indian Ocean, 235 

Indian ships. See also shipbuilding: 
illustrations, 31-2; trade through 
Basra, 68; ships at New Hormuz, 
82; in Qalhat, 90; shipbuilding, 142; 
sewn ships, 163; junks, 167; in China, 
199; miniatures with square sails, 
213; number of sails, 222; size of 
sewn ships, 225; covering of cargo, 
226; the navy, 246; record of types 
by Ibn Battuta, 254-5; warships— Ibn 
Battuta's report, 255; ship's boat 
called the fate, 306; the kotia illus., 
353; the lateen-settee sail, 382 

Indians. See also Gujaratis, 382; 
merchants, 89; Indian merchants: 
in Aden, 95; agents for Egyptian 
merchants, 106; traders in East 
Africa, 106; shipwrights, 142, 158; 
craftsmanship, 143; masters of Indian 
Ocean trade, 182; possible copying 
of the shim in Aden by Indian 
shipwrights, 335; replacement of 
Persians in East Africa, 366 

Indonesia: timber for construction of 

Indonesian archipelago. 77 

Indus Valley. See Meluhha 

Intan shipwreck, 31 

interviewing {muhddatha), 16 

Iran: Arab conquest of Iranian 

plateau, 247; links with Persian Gulf, 
Mesopotamia and Western India, 
248 

Iraq (al-'Iraq), (map 2) 23, 132, 133, 
205; commercial links with Indian 
Ocean, 65; dates from Basra, 68; 
artefacts in Ras al-Khaimah, 74; use 
of raft (tawf) in 20th century, 118; 
recent use of kelek-type raft, 120; 
reed canoes, 124-5; the wariyya, 125; 
coracles, 129-30; use of Zanj slaves 
for agriculture in the Marshes (See 
Zanj war), 249; possible cognates for 
the fulk, 287; crossroads for pilgrims, 
306 

iron, 85, 87; trade in, 52, 78, 84, 101; 

from Malindi and Mombasa, 100; 

source of, 144; nails 161-2, 164, 166; 

chains to protect ports, 237; chains to 

protect naval arsenal at Tunis fn., 237 
Islam, 186, 214; See also pilgrimage; 

religion of Arabia, 8; acculturation of 



non-Arabians, 10; spread of, 10, 15; 
conversion of Persians, 11; history of, 
25; conquest of Arabia, Persia and 
Syria, 60; emergence of, 63; converts: 
sail to Abyssinia, 64; missionary work, 
87; converts in Java, 87; warfare with 
Christendom, 142; against Byzantium 
and the Crusaders, 246; naval 
activities, 246-9 
Islamic period; Medieval history from 
Cenizah letters and Qusciri paper 
fragments, 19; Early trade routes, 22; 
Nestorians, 59; Early expansion of 
trade, 61; land route through Central 
Asia, 75; sea route to Asia, 75; Early 
Medieval increase in sea trade, 78; 
ceramics at Qais, 81; ceramics in 
Sohar, 86; Early harbours in Dhofar, 
91; harbours, 91; excavations in 
Hadhramaut, 93; Islamic and Chinese 
ceramics at Manda, Aharga and Pale. 
100; Medieval: shipbuilding, 141; 
Classical and Medieval shipbuilding 
sites, 142; dockyards of Ubulla 
and Siraf, 142; Middle Medieval 
shipbuilding at Aden, 142; ships in 
the Mediterranean, 154; construction 
of sewn ships, 164; Early and Middle: 
iconography, 213; references to 
the navy (bahriyyd), 245; terms for 
warships, 273; spread of trade, 362; 
strengthening of trade bonds, 363; 
presence of Persians on Gulf littoral, 
364 

Isle de Crave. &e Jazirat Firawn 
ll I i 1 In ! I 

22-3; use of Suwar al-aqalim, 23; 
dangers of reaching Ubulla by water, 
67: Siraf, 75-7; Sohar, 86; on Sirafi 
mariners, 1 80; zawraqs near Basra 
307 

Italian: possible connection of tartana 

with tanda, 341 
I-Tsing: time to sail from Sri Lanka to 

Java, 189 

al-Jahiz: on Umayyad building of ships 

with nailed planks. 26!) 
Jain merchants, 88 
Jal: description of the tanda, 340-1 
Janial al-Dln, Sultan of Honavar: 

expedition to conquer Goa, 254 
Jamdat Nasr: pottery, 39, 41; seal 

showing punting and rowing methods 

on canoes, 129 
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Jami: I Lift Aurang animal stemhead illus., Malabar ci 



e of Aramaic, 



Jannaba (Jannaba): use of waterskins 
by fishermen, 117; rough seas, 231; 
building of shadhas, 325 

Jar (Jar), 64, 96 

Jarara ; Jarara;: lighthouses, 217 

Jamil . Jamin, island of, 82 

Jask, 248 

Jataka fables, 32; Indian ships, 382 
Java: shipw reck. 31; Land of Gold, 180; 
Sea, 357 

Javanese junks. 225 6; nail-fastening, 
166 

al-Jawallql: origin of the word tawf, 1 18; 
on origin of the ship-term bust, 283; 
derivation and description of the 
qurqur, 292; reference to a curved bow 
on the sunbuq, 310; derivation of the 
ship name sumayriyya, 323; description 
of the qurqura, 332 

al-Jawharl: wooden nails, 162; 

description of the zanbariyya, 305; use 
of (he liarraqa lor firing enemy ships, 
344 

al-jazlra shipyard: building of shuns and 

shalandn, 338 
Jazirat al-Hamra (Jazlrat al-Hamra'): 



Jazirat Firawn (Jazirat Fir'awn): capture 

by Franks, 260 
Jebel al-Emaleh: Jamdat Nasr pottery, 

41 

Jebel Berri, 59 

Jeddah (Judda), (map 3) 79, trade with 
Hormuz, 84; commercial links, 96: 
port for Mecca, Yemen and Egypt, 
98; stopping of Portuguese trade 108; 
derivation of name; 1 74; pilgrim 
ships illus., 207, 318; danger of reefs, 
232; home to merchants from Qais 
and Sohar, 252; under Mamluk rule, 
257; visit by Ludovico di Varthema, 
258; fortification of, 258; defeat 
of Portuguese, 259; Ottoman fleet 
including iiiiMiiiirirnis cargo vessels;. 
269; attack by pirates on barijas, 329; 
Persian dominance. 36 1 

Jewish merchants and coinmunilic.s. 58: 
Arabic dialects, 18; (ienizah letters, 
18; in India and Persian Gulf, 80; in 
Mangalore, 86; in Cambay, 88; on 



363 

John of Marignola: description of junks, 

at Malabar, 1 66-7 
John of Montecorvino: sewn ships of 

the Arabian Sea, 163; description of 

rudders on Malabar ships, 205 
Johnson, on lexicographv and policing 

the language, 377 
Jones, 71; desert and sea in pre-Islamic 

poetry, 278 
Jordanus: pearl fishing and gems in Sri 

Lanka 87-8; ships of the Indies. 163: 

leaks in sewn ships. 181 
Juba of Mauritania: Alexander the 

Great's fleet in the Persian Gulf, 44 
al-Jubba'i: capture of sumayriyyas and 

salghas from the Zanj, 324-5 
Jubayl, 47, 59 

judging Ircquencv of use ita 'muf \ 16 

Julfar (Julfar), 73, 82; guano, 68; 

abandonment by Portuguese fn. , 73; 
attack by Imam Nasir b. Murshid fn., 
73; control of Oman, 73; dependant 
of Hormuz and Sohar, 73; products, 
73; pearl fishing and pearl trade, 
73-4; identification of, 74; major 
harbour, 74; mixing of Arabians and 
Persians, 74; raid on Fars, 247; base 
for expedition to India, 248 

Jumayra (near Dubai), 74-5 

Justin I, 59 

Kabul: fall of, 60 
Kachchh, 41 

Kadakkarappally shipwreck, 30, 357, 
382; excavations, 166; size and design 
fn., 166; iron fastenings, 167 

Kadamba dynasty: trade relations with 
Muslims, 246 

al-Kadi.siva al-( )adi4wa'. 66 

Kalah, 77, 236, 329 

Kalba, fort illus., 258 

Kane (modern Bir Ali), 50 

Karachi, 133 

Karimi merchants: protection by the 

Fatimid war fleet, 237 
Kashan (Kashan), (map 7) 82 
Kassites, 43; settlement in Babvlon fn., 

43 

Kazerun (Kazarun), 56, 238 
Kebra-Nagast: cognate of rai 
Kelepwa: excavations, 99 
Kerala: Christian Moors, 13; find of 



, 122 
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Indo- Arabian stone anchor, 145; 

current building of sewn boats, 1 65 
al-Khablth: salghas, sumayriyyas and 

-jih-r<ir/x equipped for war against the 

Zanj, 325 
al-Khafajl: lexicographer, thesunbuq 

attributed to people of Hijaz, 312 
Khalfut (Khalfut), 91 
al-lvhallj al- Arab! [the Arabian Gulf), 5 
Khallj Fars (the Gulf of Fars), 5 
Khalll b. Ahmad: authority on, 376 
Khalilieh: similarities between 

commercial ships and warships. 356 
Khanfu (Khanfu), 105 
Kliarik Kharik or Ilarik:. island of. See 

Harik 

Khasab: centre for frankincense and 

myrrh trade, 315; jahazis from East 

Africa, 315 
Khojas: in Cambay, 89 
Khor Fakkan lvhawr iakkan:. 82: fort 

illus., 258 
Khosrau I Anohshirvan, 60 
Khosrau II Parviz, 60 
Kliurasan Khurasan;: conquest bv land, 

248 

Khurasanis: in Calicut, 87 
Khusraw. Nasir-i: travel on a bust at 

Shati 'Uthman, 283 
Khuzistan (Khuzistan), (map 7) 67 
khwarazmian rule: control of Oman, 

365 

Kidmat Yarub (Kidmat Yarub), 91 
Kilwa (Kilwa), 79, 99, 101; excavations, 

99; cotton trade, 366 
Kindermami: Chinese ships in Arabian 

Sea, 78; on origin of the term galley, 

281; development of the harraqa, 299; 

derivation of tarida, 341 
Kirman (Kirman), (map 7) 57, 82, 84; 

conquest by land, 248; attack by 

Persians, 249 
Kish (Klsh— Qays), 79 
It i ' illus of warship with 

two masts, 209 
A ( / ibita illus. of 

ship with stern rudder, 205 
hi a i -Tiki expedition Jh., 121 
Kula Kufa), 69 
Kunitszsch: understanding 

sources— Awal versus Al-Bahrayn, 69 
al-lvunll. Ihtsavn. Mamluk coinmander: 

attack on Diu, 257 
Kuria Maria Islands, 1 1 7 



Ivusli Kush): excavations, 74 
Kut al-Amara, 126 
Kutch pilots: measurement of stars, 
199 

Kuwait (al-Kuwayt): Ubaid potsherds, 
41; the wariyya, 125; double-ended 
bum, 158; recent use of ropes/chains 
for steering the bum, 206; size of the 
baghla, 225; parrot-shaped stemhead 
on the baghla. 211-2, illus., 242; baghla 
illus., 315; building of the kutiyya, 354 

Laccadive Islands, map 3: export of 

coconut wood, 148 
Laft (Laft), (map 6) 76 
Lakshadweep Islands: supply of coir, 

148; measurement of stars by pilots, 

199 

Lamu archipelago: ceramic imports 

from the Gulf, 78; Arabians in, 100; 

source of timber, 100-1 
Land of Gold (Sumatra and Java), (map 

3) 29, 180 
Land of Incense (Southern Arabian 

coast), (map 3) 29 
Land of Pepper (India), (map 3) 29 
Land of Security (Hormuz), 84 
Land of the Zanj (i.e. the East African 

coast), (map 6) 232 
land travel: dangers of, 2 1 6-7 
Landsirom: boatbuilding techniques, 123 
Lane, 22, 380; description of the fi.dk. 

286 

language dominance and spread, 361-6: 

influence of trade, 362 
Lasa (Las'a), 94 

Lassner: difficulties of interpreting 
Arabic terms, 378 

Latin: Berenike ostraca, 52; possible 
derivation of bust, 283; possible 
derivation of sunbiiq, 314; possible 
connection of beuga with bdrija. 330; 
possible connection of cercurus with 
qurqura, 334; derivation of ghurab, 351 

Latin, Low: possible connection of tarida 
or tareta with tanda, 341 

latitude-, determination using stars: 
197-200 

latitude and longitude: calculation of, 
382 

Layth b. Kahlan, 194 

LeBaron Bowen: waterskins as fishing 
boats, 117; origin of Arabian rafts, 
122; severed heads fixed to prow, 242 
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Leuke Kome: frankincense trade, 290 
Lev: practicality of warships in convoys, 
237 

Levant: expansion of Muslim fleet by 

the Fatimids, 245 
lcxica: limitations of. 15: Arabic, 21-2; 

maritime terms, 21-2; non-Arabic 

words, 22; Persian, 22; Semitic 

languages. 22 
Li Hsii: cross-staff, 200 
Lichtcnstadter: symbolism of prc-lslamic 

poetry, 294 
lifeboats: '508 9; types. See Glossary 
lighthouses, 217-18 
linen. See also flax: trade, 56, 77, 82; 

of Basra and Ubulla, 68; import to 

Aden, 95 
Lingeh, 248 
Litany of the Sea, 239 
Lobo: use of coconut wood for masts 

and vards, 148; use of wooden pegs, 

164; on the jalba, 318 
longitude: determination, 191, 382; 

difficulties in determination. 200; 

estimation from change in latitude, 

200 

Lothal, 40-1; use of keel on boat 

models, 134 ; Bronze Age boat models 
and illustration, 156-7 

Maabar Ala ban — Coromandel coast, 
340 

Madagascar, 101, 103 

Madam (al-Mada'in), 68 

Magan, (map 4) 39-43: land of copper, 

41; trade with Mesopotamia, 41; 

trade with Ur, 43; copper production 

/;;.. l!i: "Magan goods". 13: conquest 

by Akkadians, 115; square-sterned 

vessel, 157 
Magan boat: prototype of Bronze Age 

bundled-reed boat, 136; building of 

keeH/kv., 137 
Maghrib, 271 

magnetic rocks: impact on nailed ships, 
161 

Mahabharata, 53 

Mahfuza (al-Mahfuza;: fortification by 

Muslims, 248 
Mahir: interpretation of betruja as a 

deep-hulled ship, 329 
Malimud b. Ahmad: control of Oman's 

coast, 365 
Mahra (Mahra), 91-3 



al-Mahrl: use of pilot poems, 195; the 
qiyas, 197; bearings for tacking, 201 

Mahruban (Mahruban): export of 
dates and linen, 82; importance of 
shipping, 82 

Ma-Huan: on Hormuz, 84; description 
of Chinese ships, 221 

Maifa (Mayfa'), 353 

Makran (Makran), (map 3) 37, 48 

Malabar (coast), (map 3) 163, 255; 

export of silk cloth, 47; Chinese ships. 
67; timber trade, 86; Arabians and 
Persians in, 89; Malabar-Zanzibar 
trade, 100; provenance of tire balam, 
123; use of mango trees for hum, 
123; trade contacts with China, 
166; mooring of junk*. 166: Indian 
junks, 167; presence of Far Eastern 
shipwrights, mariners and merchants, 
219; taxes on ships in transit, 228; 
dangers from pirates. 236 

Malabar pilots: measurement of stars, 
199 

Malacca, 77, 107-8 

Malagasy: language of Madagascar, 103 
Malay: derivation of sunbuq, 314 
Malay Sea, 182 
Malaya, 77, 89 

Malaysia, map 3 iMalay Peninsula}: 
timber for construction of canoes, 
127 

Maldives Islands, map 3: export of 
coconut wood, 148; supply of coir, 
148; use of the kundura, 306 

Malcmo Cana or Canaqua, 191 

Mali, 65 

Malindi, (map 3) 79, 99, 100; whale 
fishing, 100; cotton trade, 366 

Mamluk fleet: in Red Sea against the 
Portuguese, 255; building of, 257, 
356; in Mediterranean, 262 

Mamluk period and trade, 18; history, 
27; glass, 99; importance of Cambay, 
238; protection of Red Sea trade 
corridor, 254; threat to trade from 
Portuguese near the coast of East 
Africa, 255; alliance with Gujaratis, 
257; defeat at Diu, 257; rule in Red 
Sea, 257; victory over Portuguese 
at Chaul, 257; naval wars with 
Christians, 260: use of the liarmqa 
on the Nile, 299; use of 'usham as 
ferry-boats on the Nile, 309; the shim, 
336; shipbuilding, 355-6; flourishing 



MAIN INDEX 



18") 



of trade between Red Sea and India, 
366 

Mamluk-Ottoman fleet: naval 

encounters with Portuguese, 255; 

inferiority of fire power, 256; 

protection of Red Sea, 256 
al-Ma'mun, caliph: owner of many 

shabbdras, 300, 322 
Manda Island, 76, 78, 99; Arabians 

in, 100; excavations. 100; export of 

mangrove poles, 101 
Mangalore, (map 3) 86; a chief port of 

India, 86; trade with Red Sea, 86-7; 

spice trade, 87 
mango trees: for constructing the balams, 

123 

Manishtusu, Akkadian king, 1 1 5 
Mansa Mfisa, ruler of Mali, 65; illus., 66 
al-Mansur, caliph, 329 
Mansur b. Jaiar: use of shadhds made in 

Jannaba against the Zanj, 325 
Mansura (al-Mansura): fortification by 

Muslims, 248 
Mantai, 78 

Manuel de Macedo, 213 

Manuel I: restraints on Muslim trade in 
Indian Ocean Jh., 107; report from 
De Albuquerque on reconnaissance 
of the Red Sea, 319 

Mao Kun: star diagram illus., 201 

maps: Castaldi 1548, Ganson 1568, 
Diego Ribero 1529 map, 5; World 
Map, according' lo Eratosthenes 
and Strabo illus., 6; al-Muqaddasl's 
map of Iraq, 7; Ibn al-Balkhl, Suwar 
al-aqdlim, 23; Catalan Map 1375, 
66; Ibn Ilawqal "s map of Fars 
illus., 76; al-Idrisi: world map of 
549/1154, al-QazwIm: world map, 
190; development of topographic, 
190; western portulan charts, 191; 
Portuguese, of forts illus., 258; of 
Plrl Re 'is, of Lopo Homem-Reineis 
{Atlas de 1519); See also entries under 
"Atlas", 330 

Mappilas. Mulavalam-spcakiiig. 

Maqdmdt illustrations, 31, 141, 382; 
grapnel anchors, 146; use of bitumen, 
151: anchor, ship with black hull illus., 
152, 159; belly-shaped hull, 153; bum- 
type ship, 158-9; bum-type ship illus., 
159; decking, 160; crew members at 
work, 176-8, illus., 177; bailers, 184; 
steering oars, 204; ship with rudder 



and steering oar illus., 205; fashn-\ike 

to-river craft, 209; square sails, 214; 
cabins, 226; floral motifs on river 
boat, 244 

al-MaqrlzI, 317: ship-types, 27; use of 
castor oil for caulking, 151; types of 
the iisluln gondola, 303; use of qurqur 
for leisure, 305; use of sunbuqs by the 
Tulunid war fleet, 312; on deaths at 
sea near Aidhab, 317; Fatimid use 
of qurquras as royal pleasure boats Jh., 
:>:!:>: description of the qurqura, 333-1; 
on types of shinijh., 334; capacity 
of the shim, 335-6; building of the 
shalandi atjazlra, 338; the ghurdb, 
348; the Mamluk ghurdb, 349; use 
of Egyptian acacia for shims, 356; 
description of the shim, 381 
Marakkavars, l amil-speaking 89 
Marawah Island: excavations, 59 
Marbella: presence of jqfns fit.. 339 
Marcellinus, 56 

Marco Polo, 91; Qalhat, 90, 365; 
Dhofar, 93; on Shihr, 93; dangers 
of navigation south of Madagascar, 
101; use of treenails in Hormuz, 
164; journey times, 189; on presence 
of charts for Indian Ocean, 191; 
navigation by stars, 197; use of 
the mast on Perso-Arabian ships, 
209; number of masts on Chinese 
ships, 221; size of Chinese ships, 
22 1; danger from pirates on coast of 
Malabar, 236 
Mardin: illustration of rudder, 205 
Mare Elacatif (Sea of al-Qatif), 5 
Margariti: maritime trade in Aden, 142; 

blockade of Aden by Qais, 253 
maritime calendar, 187-8 
Marsh Arabs Madan), 133; house and 
boat design, 136; house building illus., 
137 

Marlins: a Portuguese-Arabic 

interpreter, 368 
al-MarwazI, Abu All: on profits of sea 

trade, 229 
Man Rose, 225 

Masirah Island, map 3: possible 
connection of dumi s/iird' with dunij, 
308; use of dumi shird' for a sailing 
boat, 308 

Massa. Atlantic coast: presence of sewn 
ships, 163 



Massawa: imports and exports, 52; 
imports from Egypt, 52; use of the 
ramath 121-2 

masts: number used to estimate ship 
size, 221-3; number on Chinese .ships. 
222; number and type on Zheng He's 
ships, 223 

al-Mas ndl: loponvms lor ilie Gulf, 5; 
on the Omanis and Sirafis, 11; travels 
of, 25; influence on Ibn Khaldun, 
25; use of Akhbdr al-Sin wa-l-Hind 
and Kitab 'a/cl'ib al-Hind, 29; on ships 
from China and India, 67; on extent 
of Al-Bahrayn, 69; pearl fishing, 
7 1 ; on crossing the Sea of China, 
77; Siraf as entrepot for goods from 
China, 77-8; on Mahra, 92; Shihr, 
93; corrosion of iron nails, 162; 
Abyssinian sewn ships, 163; Arabic 
term for ndkhudhd, 178; some Sirafi 
sea captains, 180; on lighthouses, 
217; travel to China on zjunk, 225-6; 
on storm between Siraf and Oman, 
231; on perils of sailing in the Indian 
Ocean, 234; on threat from whales 
in Sea of Zanj, 234; fear of seas 
between Berbera and Ras Hafun 
(Gulf of Aden), 238-9; Barldl use of 
the zabzab against the Omani fleet 
at Basra, 324; Omani seafarers, 365; 
description of the harraqa, 375 

al-Mataf (al-Mataf): excavations, 74; 
pearl fishing, 74 

Mauro, Fra: navigation by stars, 197 

Maxwell: the tarrdda, 127-8 

Mazdaism, 58; Parsees jh., 58 

McPherson: exchange of technology, 
202 



tar altitudes: 
equipment 197-8; the qiyds (sixth 
Principle of Navigation), 197-200 
measuring systems for shipbuilding: 

parts of the body, 144 
Mecca (Makka), 54, 65, 69; connection 
with trade routes Jh., 54; control of 
Spice Route, 64; the Ka'aba, 64; 
transport of goods with pilgrim 
caravans, 69; pilgrimage traffic, 108; 
taxing of merchandise on caravan 
route to Bahrain, 228; fear of attack 
by Franks, 260 
Medina, 65; fear of attack by Franks, 

260 380 
Mediterranean 'maps 3 and 4) naval Merca, 99, 100; 



activities. See also Crusades; early 
Islamic, 245; expansion of Muslim 
fleet by the Fatimids Jh., 245; capture 
of Tunis by Aghlabid naval forces Jh., 
raids by Tunisia on Sicily Jh., 245; sea 
battles and raids between Christians 
and Ottomans, 260; Arab-Bvzantinc 
and Crusade naval incursions, 260; 
Muslim naval presence. 262; naval 
tactics, 262; Crusader ships, 297-8; 
use of the zaivraq in warfare, 308; war 
galley, 330-2; Mediterranean, East: 
control of by Ottomans, 256 
Mediterranean navigators, attempts to 

cross the Indian Ocean, 48 
Mediterranean ships and shipbuilding: 
the qit'a 352; See Glossary; 
slii])! null ling sites 'Classical and 
Medieval Islamic period), 142; 
shipyards for warships, 142; hull 
design of Muslim ships, 153; Muslim 
ships, 1 54; shell-first method, 
155; Mediterranean Arab ships: 
illustrations and design, illus., 158; 
nail planking, 163; nail-planked ships, 
163; use of rudders and/or steering 
oars, 204; introduction of the rudder, 
206; history of sail types, 212; use 
of term qdrib for a small boat, 271; 
galleys in the Indian Ocean, 335; the 
tanda, 310; cognate for ghurdb, 350 
Mediterranean trade and seafaring: 
seafaring tradition. 15; trade with 
Arabian Peninsula, 37; Mesopotamian 
trade, 43; domination by Muslim 
shipping, 65; demand for spices, 87; 
protection for Muslim ships, 235; 
protection of Muslim cargo and 
pilgrim ships Jh., 235; disruption of 
trade due to blockade of Aden, 252; 
trade through Nabateans, 290 
Mehri: cognate of the sunbuq, 314 
Melkites, 58-9 

Meluhha (Indus Valley). See also 
Mohenjo-Daro and Harrapa 
(map 4) 39-43, 115; urbanization 
in Early Bronze Age, 39; exports to 
Mesopotamia, 41; source of Magan 
goods, 43; trade with Ur, 43; reed 
built craft, 134; source of reeds for 
Ras al-Jins boat, 135 
Meninski: western lexicographer, 



, 99 
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Median. River: use of bulrjlli in 
Babylonia, 283 

Mesopotamia. See also Abbasid period: 
(map 4) 51; urbanization in Early 
Bronze Age, 39; imports and exports, 
41, 80; trade in Ur III period, 41; 
control by Neo-Assyrians, 43; trade 
with Indus Valley, 43; crossroads for 
trade, 65; Arabian control of, 66; 
limitations to navigation, 114; naval 
activities, 246; links with Iran, the 
Persian Gulf and Western India, 
248; Sumerian period, 361; Akkadian 
period 361-3; cultural absorption of 
Arabian Peninsula nomads, 363 

Mesopotamia: ships and ship building. 
See also Bronze Age ships; use 
of copper saws, use of flax, 112; 
timber used for ships, 113; reed 
beds, 115, 134; Ubaid boat models, 
138; bundled-reed boats, 141, 155; 
illustrations of sewn ships, 164; use 
of iron nails, 166; use of woollen sails 
209-10; types of river craft Abbasid 
period 283, 292, 305, 307, 323, 326, 
See also Glossary 

Mesopotamian rivers. See Euphrates and 
Tigris: difficulties of navigation, 298 

Ming dynasty expeditions and fleet. 
See Zheng 'lie: shipwrecks, 31, 382; 
Yung-Lo and Zhu Di, Emperors, 106; 
measurement of stars, 199; See also 
Church 

Minlas. iMiiallawavh 1). Ibrahim I)., a 
shipowner, 228; attacked by pirates. 
236 

Mleiha, 46 

Mogadishu Maqdashaw:. 79, 99, 312; 
excavations, 99; exports, 99; founding 
by Gulf Arabians, 99; minting of 
coins, 100; trade links with Cambay 
366 

Mogarbina, 348; illus., 348 
Mohenjo-Daro, (map 4) 40—1: Bronze 

Age seal illustration of a sea captain, 

178 

Mombasa, 99-101, 210; illus., 102; 

cotton trade and trade links with 

Cambay, 366 
Monophvsites, 59; translations into 

Syriac, 59 
monsoon winds, 11, 15, 37, 39, 48. 85. 

121, 142, 171, 181, 186-8, 212, 

216-7, 229, 232; knowledge of, 48-9; 



Early Bronze Age, 115; north-east, 

187; south-west, 187 
Montgomery: link of Adoulis with the 

ship term 'a/lmcl'ma. 293 
moon: use to tell the time, 196 
Moor: use of term, 8, 12-13 
Moore: use of the ramath at Massawa, 

121-2; connection between the 

modern cotia and the qit'a, 353 
Moorey: timber used for boatbuilding in 

Mesopotamia, 113 
Mosul, (map 5) 301; use of the kelek, 

Mozambique, map 3: sunbiiqs used sails 

of matting, 314 
Mtambwe Mkuu: finds of gold and 

silver coins, 100 
al-Mughira: expedition against Bahrain, 

249 

Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, 20 

Mn izz al-Dawla Ahmad: use of zabzab 
to enter Baghdad, 304 

al-Mu'izz li-Din Allah: building of the 
shalandi in Egypt, 338 

Mukalla (Mukalla), 91 

Mulayh: comparison of sails with tents. 
281; use of term qadis for a ship, 281; 
verse on the qurqur, 291-2 

mulberry wood: for construction of the 
tarrada, 127 

Mumbai: provenance of the balam, 123 

al-Mu'min: use of qit'as in Morocco, 352 

al-MuqaddasI: toponyms for the Gulf, 5; 
map of Iraq, 7; Ibn Faqlh 
al-IIamadanl, 23; material culture 
terms, 23; ship-types, 23; products 
of Basra and Ubulla, 68; Julfar, 73; 
Siraf, 75-6, 79; Sohar, 85; Mahra, 
92; Shihr, 93; derivation of wdriyya, 
125: dangers of sailing around the 
Arabian Peninsula 185-6; meeting 
with Shaykh Abu 'All b. Hazim, 190; 
charting of the Indian Ocean, 190; 
use of pilot manuals, 192; sea charts, 
193; operation of the rudder, 206; 
ship terms, 212: ships in Fustat, 
218-19; profits of sea trade, 229; 
dangers of northerly winds in Red 
Sea, 231-2; the tayydr, 303; fear of 
pirates, 329; use of the term biraja 
for the haiija, 329: Persian i language i 
dominance in port towns, 364; 
derivation of bdrija, 375 

Musaynaa (Musayna'a), 91 



Muscat Masqat:, map 3> MO: harbour 
tax, 90; rise of, 90; chief port for 
Hormuz, 90; encounters between 
Ottomans and Portuguese, 260; 
building of forts by Portuguese, 260; 
Ottoman galleys illiix. 261 

Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, 347 

Muslim s Sir also Islam; attacks on the 
Christian harraqa Jh., 235; identity, 
10; use of term, 10-12; immigration 
to Abysssinia by boat Jh., 64; in 
Mangalore, 86; in East African 
towns, 99; Indo-Malay mariners 
and merchants, 103; knowledge of 
astronomy, 202; piracy, 236, 247; 
raids on coast of Ethiopia, 247; raids 
on Iran and India, 248; security 
for maritime trade, 258; defeat of 
Franks, 260; naval presence at time of 
Portuguese, 262 

Muslim shipping: dominance in 
Mediterranean and Indian Ocean, 
65; dependence on shipping in other 
areas of Western Indian Ocean, 235; 
flourishing in Red Sea, 261 

Muslim ships. See Glossary; See also 
shipbuilding, Al-SufT and Maqdmat 
illustrations: 11; warships, 26, 256; 
construction, 32; hull shape, 153; in 
the Mediterranean, 154; influences 
on design, 154; illustrations, 154, 157: 
Mux, 157; the crew; 175-85; leeboard 
"wings'", 20 1: with rudders or steering 
oars, 204; use of masts, 209; square 
sails, 213-14; accommodation, 226; 
protection in the Mediterranean, 
235; risk of attack by Christians, 235: 
floral motifs, 243; warships, manning 
of, 245; the navy, 246; development 
of terms, 266; leeboards on river 
boats, 298; use of steering oars and 
leeboards, iconography, 321; warships 
and galleys, 330; warships, hull shape; 
332; comparison of the shini with the 
Byzantine dromon, 335; illus., 336; the 
gliurab, 3 18: the sunbiiq used in cotton 
trade, 366; continuity of design to 
the present, 38 1 ; long steering oar, 
replacement by the axial stern rudder, 
382 

al-Musta'm, 'Abbasid caliph, 328 
al-Musta'sim, 'Abbasid caliph, 249 
Mu'tadid bi-llah, caliph: use of the 

tayyar, 303 



al-Mu'tamid: operations against the 

Zanj from Wasit, 326 
al-Mtttawakkil. Abbasid caliph: 

assassination, 249; building of a 

zaww, 299 
Muttaql Bi-llah, 324 
al-Muwaffaq, commander, 343 
Muza (probably Mocha, Yemen), 49 
Myos Hormos (Mussel Harbour). 

See also Quseir al-Qadim: (map 4) 

38; Ptolemaic period, 52; Roman 

maritime artefacts. 53: sewn ships, 53; 

frankincense trade, 290 
myrrh. See incense 

Xabaleans: trade with the Gerrhaeans. 
47; agents for incense trade, 51; in 
verse with reference to the qurqur. 
290; relations with Rome, the 
Ptolemies and the Selucids, 290; as 
pirates, 290-1; use of rafts for piracy, 
290-1; homeland in Lower Iraq, 291 
al-Nahrawall: on Ibn Majid Jh., 191 
nails for ships, 143-4; factories, 165; 

weight of Jh., 344 
Najd: pre-Islamic centre for fairs, 277 
naphtha throwers. See also Greek Fire: 
use by Chinese. 223-4; on the barija, 
328; transfer to Muslims, 345 
Naram-Sin, Akkadian king, 1 15 
Nasir-i Khusraw: on lighthouses, 218 
nautical charts: availability, 191-2 
nautical etiquette (siyasat): the twelfth 

Principle of Navigation, 181 
nautical manuals. See pilot manuals 
nautical terminology; Akkadian, Arabic 
and Aramaic, 362; use of Indian, 
370-1; use of Portuguese terms 
370-1; use of Persian terms, 371 
naval activities in the Indian Ocean (for 
Mediterranean, see Mediterranean 
naval activities). See also warships; 
Alexander the Great, 44, Jh., 114; 
naval wars, 246; Sasanian raid from 
Julfar, 247; raids from Oman against 
Iran and West India, 248; Oman's 
attack on Julfar, 248; Oman's attack 
on Ubulla, 251; Qais atacks on west 
coast of India, 252; encounters 
between Portuguese and the Mamluk- 
Ottoman fleet, 255; Ottoman fleet: in 
Red Sea against the Portuguese, 255; 
attacks by Mamluk-Ottoman fleet, 
257; Ottoman-Mamluk fleet: i 
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in the Red Sea, 259; enlargement, 
259; Portuguese incursions; 260; 
Ottoman tactics in Red Sea ports and 
Yemen, 262; encounter of the Barldls 
with the Omanis, 324 

naval war manuals, 245 

uavispuiim. See also compass: the Twelve 
Principles of Ibn Majid, 175; use of 
stars, 193; Indian tradition, 194; use 
of compass bearings, 196; use of star 
altitude measurements, 196; dealing 
with the prevailing winds, 201; 
development /exchange of technology. 
202; from sea to river, 208; contract ' 
issues, 208; traditional, 214 

Nearchus, admiral, 44 

Needham: on Ming (Zheng He) 
expeditions, 106-7; Chinese use of 
cross-staff, 200; transfer of rudder 
technology, 204; use of leeboards by 
Chinese, 204 

.Neolithic period flints: Ras Sharma, 94 

Nestorians, 59: missionaries to China, 
11, Council of Nicea Jk, 58; from 
Byzantium, 58; in East Syria, 59; 
land and sea routes to Asia, 59; in 
Southern Iraq, 59; translations into 
Syriac, 59; illus., 60 

Nicholas. Saint: saving a ship from 
being wrecked, 20 

Nile, (maps 3 and 4) 97; navigation, 
1 14; crossing on bundles of reeds 
illus., 116; commercial ships and 
warships, 208; use of term qinbar for 
sewn boats, 268; the modern fuluka, 
287; navigability, 298; Crusader ships, 
298; use of the harraqa as a small 
cargo boat, 299; use of the harraqa 
in Fatimid and Mamluk periods. 
299-300; festival with fireworks lit 
from harraqas, 300; use of the 'ushari, 
301-3; the tayyar, 304; Day of the 
Inundation use of qurqurs, 305; use 
of qurqurs as pleasure boats, 305; use 
of 'usham as ferry-boats in Fatimid 
and Mamluk periods, 309; use of the 
'ushari as a cargo ship, 310; use of 
the sal/iira, 322: use of harraqa* in the 
Crusades. 314; cargo «/wwR :!.>(> 

Nineveh, fall of, 43 

Noah's Ark, 161, 266; use of term sqfina 
in the Qur'an, 270; use of the ship 
term fulk in the Qur'an, 286; use of 
term janya in the Qur'an, 288 



non-Arabians: acculturation to Islam, 10 
non Arabic terms: limitations on 

interpretation, 380 
North Pole, 196; located with magnetic 

compass, 196 
numismatic evidence. See coins 
Nur al-Dln Arslan Shah: death on a 

shabhara, 301 
al-Nuwayri 1-IskandaranI: ship-types, 26; 
tar used on the war ghurab, 151; nail 
planking in the Mediterranean, 163; 
sewn ships in the Yemen and India, 
163; materials used for sails on jalbas, 
209; number of sails on Indian ships, 
222; cutting the wind with swords, 
240; use of term khaytiyya for Red 
Sea sewn jalba, 268; equipping of the 
Mediterranean 'ushari with oars, 309; 
India — use of the jalba, 316; swiftness 
of the zawraq, 322; archers on the 
\<illura. 322; use of the zabzab for 
transport of equipment and soldiers, 
324; capacity of the qurqura, 332; 
need to anchor in deep water, 332; 
travel under sail only, 333; ships used 
in Franks attack on Tripoli Jk, 333; 
wings on the jqfn, 339; fire arrows, 
345; the ghurab, 348: oars, 349; the 
Mamluk ghurab, 319; the harraqa, 375 

oakum: use in caulking, 150 

oars, 123, 279; steering>., 38, 203-5; 
use of feet, 1 12; use in the Bronze 
Age, 114; on large boats, 1 15; for 
propelling the shasha, 126; for the 
quffa. 132; for rafts, 144; operation 
of, 206; on sea-to-river craft, 208; 
for manoeuvering in ports, 209; 
use with the dunij, 308; use on the 
Mediterranean 'ushari, 309; use on 
warships during battle, 326; use on 
war galleys , 330-1; on the "round 
ship'' war galley, 332; number on the 

oarsmen on the barija doubled as 
fighters, 328 

oculus: use as decorative and protective 
motif, 242-3; replacement by floral 
motifs, 243; symbolic meaning, 244 

Odoric of Pordenone: voyage across the 
Indian Ocean on a sewn ship i jase>, 
163; navigation by stars, 197 

Odyssey of Homer, 29 

offerings. See rituals 
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oil, advent of: decline in maritime 
activity, 4 

Oinousses Project: reconstruction of a 
dromon-slam illus., 335 

Old Cairo. See Fustat 

Oman ('UmanyOmanis, (map 3) 11, 
25, 37, 54, 57, 63. 69.' 72. 77. 85-6, 
94, 101, 125, 127, 243, 329; Magan, 
40-1; control byjulfar, 73; imports, 
85; conquests in Persia, 85; stitched 
planks, 138; use of stone anchors, 
144; technique of locking planks on 
dhows, 164; seafaring skills, 180, 365; 
modern use of traditional rudder, 
206; the hurt hafar, and size of the 
Omani ghanja, 225; taxes levied by 
the Sultan, 228; sailors' fear of seas 
between Berbera and Ras Ilal'un. 
238-9; attack on Julfar, 248; naval 
raids against Iran and Western India, 
248; attempt(s) to occupy Basra, 251; 
ghanja illus., 315; jahazis from East 
Africa, 315; presence of Arabians and 
Persians in ports, 364; colonization by 
Persians, 365: shipbuilding skills, 365; 
archaeological evidence, 38 1 

Oman, Gulf of: winds, 186 

Omaua, 49: extent of >, 19: meaning 
of jh., 49; exports, 51 

Order of Saint John: the carraca Santa 
Maria captured from the Ottamans, 
347-8 

Orion's belt, 197 

osiers: used in quffa construction, 1 32 

ostraca: Quseir al-Qadim, 52; sea trade 
in the Red Sea region, 52 

Ottoman fleet: number of passengers 
on a junk, 224: in Red Sea against the 
Portuguese, 255; gallevs at Muscat 
illus., 261; inclusion of mismariyyas 
(cargo vessels) 269; travel on a sewn 
jahdzi, 315 

( )ttoman-Mamluk Heel: a< livitics in the 
Red Sea, 259; enlargement, 259 

Ottomans, 269, 348; toponyms for 
the Gulf, 5; use of term Turk, 
12; restraint of Portuguese, 108; 
encounter with Christians at Bay of 
Lepanto, 255; ambition to control 
all Mediterranean and Red Sea, 
256; conquest of Constantinople. 
256; control of East Mediterranean, 
256; assistance to Mamluk fleet, 257; 
battles with Portuguese over Muscat, 



260; naval battles (and raids) with 
Christians. 260: naval tactics in Red 
Sea ports and Yemen, 262; use of a 
skiff called tarrada in Aden and Shihr, 
307; the Ottoman baria illus., 331; the 
Ottoman ghurab illus., 351 

paddles, 123; for canoes, 115 
Pahlavi (Middle Persian): vernacular 

language, 363 
Pahlavi- Arabic: vernacular language, 363 
Pali literature: votive offerings, 239 
palm tree. See date palm 
Palmyra texts, 53 
Palmyrene: Berenike ostraca, 52 
Pancha-Siddhdntika, 53 
Papakan. AnlasliTr: rebuilding of port 

towns, 55 

papyri, Egyptian: reference to caulking, 
150 

papyri, Greek from Egypt: shell-first 

method, 155 
papyrus: use in reed boats, 134 
Pars. See Fars 

Parsees: practice of Mazdaism jh., 58; 

on west coast of India (Cambay), 89; 

influence on ship design, 154 
Parthia, map 1 : extent of, 47; 

interference with Graeco-Roman 

trade, 47 

Parthian period, 47, 53; Roman trade 
routes, 47; control of Silk Route and 
trade, 47; overthrow of Parthians. 55; 
Silk Route, 57 

Pate, 78; excavations, 100 

pearl fishing, 69-71; boats in 

Al-Bahrayn, 71; illus.. 72; lulfar, 73-4; 
al-Mataf, 74; at Qais, 81; Kharik, 82; 
Sri Lanka, 88; boats called qarib, 271; 
use of the dunij, 308 

pearl trade, 41, 49, 51, 61, 69, 82, 85, 
87, 114; export from Bahrain to 
India, 73; Julfar, 73-4; Siraf, 77 

Pedersen: Epic of Gilgamesh, 139 

_ i 1 issing 

of the Indian Ocean, 48; spice trade, 
48; trade routes (sea), 49; imports, 
exports and ports, 49-50; the madarata 
(raft type), 122 
Persepolis (al-Istakhr), (map 1) 248 
Persia/Persians, maps 1 and 3: 

acculturation to Islam, 10; merchants 
in China, 1 1; conversion to Islam, 1 1; 
Sasanian Empire, 1 1 ; Zoroastrians, 
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11; craftsmen, 13; source of pilot 
manuals, 30; control of commercial 
trade, 54; control of Red Sea trade, 
56; assimilation with Arabians, 57; 
in Gulf and Arabian ports, 57, 364; 
artefacts at Ad Dour, 57-8; tolerance 
of Nestorians, 58; agents for trade 
to China. 61; artefacts in Ras 
al-Khaimah, 74; in Julfar, 74; exports 
to Qais, 80; community in Sohar, 
85; in Calicut, 87; in Malabar, 89; 
in Mogadishu, 99; shipwrights, 158; 
experienced sea captains, 179; pilot 
manuals, 193, 371; access to pilot 
manuals, 194; fleet supplies to Gulf 
ports, 248; protection of harbours, 
248; Abbasid period, 249; attack 
of Kirman, 219: shipwrights, 355; 
colonization of Oman, 365; in West 
Indian ports, 365; skilled seafarers, 
365; skilled shipbuilders, 365; settlers 
in East Africa, 366; Persians, 382; 
navigational science, 383 

Persian calendar (calendar of 
Yazdagird), 188 

Persian Gulf: (map 6) 76, 185, 251; 
toponyms, 4-8; peoples of, 10; sea 
routes in Bronze Age, 37; import 
of Ubaid pottery, 41; Alexander 
the Great's fleet, 44; reconnoitre by 
Nearchus, 44; Hellenistic period, 46; 
Nestorian influence, 59; Chinese ships 
in, 77; disruption to trade routes, 
80; control of coast by Hormuz, 84; 
export of ceramics to Sharma, 94; 
Eastern Abbasid control, 97; import 
of mangrove poles, 101; decline of 
trade 106; transfer of trade to Red 
Sea, 106; navigation in early Bronze 
Age 1 14-15; Bronze Age wooden 
ships, 133; wooden boats in Bronze 
Age, 134; shell-first construction, 
139; shipbuilding sites, 142; teak 
from India, 117: current use of 
shell-first method, 155; medieval 
accounts of sewn ships, 162; use 
of iron nails, 166; dangers of coral 
reefs, 183; winds, 186; rough seas, 
231; naval activities, 246; links with 
Iran, Mesopotamia and Western 
India, 248; attempts by Qais to 
regain trade, 252; control of sea 
traffic from Qais, 252; building of 
forts, 254-60; attacks by Portuguese, 



255-6; Portuguese contol, 258, 260; 
exodus of merchants, traders and sea 
captains, 261; possible provenance 
of the fulk, 285; fishing boat called 
shu'l, 293; importance of Qalhat, 365; 
archaeology, 38 1 

Persian language: lexica, 22; language 
of trade, 61, 363-5, 383; source of 
term tawf, 118; cognate for kelek, 120; 
cognate tor htiliiin. 12:!: language of 
seafarers, 175, 363, 365; derivation of 
nakhudha, 1 78; rahnama (pilot manual), 
194; decrease in number of speakers, 
194-5; Early influence on Semitic 
ship terms, 283; possible derivation of 
bust, 283; cognates of the qurqur, 291; 
derivation of shabbdra, 301; meaning 
of sandal, 306; derivation of zawraq, 
308; possible derivation of dunij, 308; 
Middle: derivation of sunbuq. 311: 
derivation of jahdzi, 3 1 6; Middle 
(Pahlavi) — vernacular language, 363; 
language dominance in port towns, 
364; spoken in Qalhat, 365; Pidgin, 
368; common language for mariners 
and merchants, 369; used for nautical 
terminology and pilot manuals, 369; 
terms for crew members and ship/ 
boat names, 370; terms for ship parts, 
370-1; nautical terms to, 371-2 

Persian miniatures. See also Shdhndma 

square sails, 213; square sails illus., 
214; sterns with animal head designs, 
241; headstems with animal motifs 
illus., 242 

Persicus sinus (Persian Gulf), (map 1) 5 
Persikos kolpos (Persian Gulf), 5 
Persis: raid by Hakam b. Abl 1-As, 247 
Perso- Arabian (modern) sanbuq: double 

ended and square-sterned hulls, 1 56 
Perso-Arabian ships: in China, 199 
Perso-Roman wars, 57 
Pharaonic Egyptian: Berenike ostraea, 

52 

Pharaonic ships, discovery in Wadi 

Gawasis jn., 38 
pigeon dung: carried by a sunbuq, 3 1 2 
pilgrim ships, 206: illus., 207, 318; 
capacity (weight), 219; transport 
of cargo, 219; use of the qurqur for 
protection in the Mediterranean jh., 
235; ferry-boats (alwdh) at Aidhab, 
267; thejalba, 316-18 
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pilgrimage: Hindu, in Sri Lanka, 377 

pilgrimage Imjj . 108: role in isea: trade. 
65, 69, 320; protection of land routes, 
216-17; poor treatment of pilgrims 
by ferry-boat (jalba) owners, 317; 
ferrying of pilgrims in the jalba, 317; 
pilgrims — role as merchants, 320 

pilot manuals, 28, 30, 192; Indian 
model, 193; Persian model {rahnama), 
193; contents, 194; information on 
sea conditions, 23 1 

pilot poems, 30, 195 

piracy, 51, 105, 235-8; by Qarmatians, 
72; protection against, 235-8; in 
South Thailand and Cambodia. 
236; raid on Isma'llawayh, 236; 
cannabilism, 236-7; in Gulf of 
Sarandib, 236-7; in Indian Ocean, 
236-8, 247; protection from in port, 
237; Nabateans. 290-1; pirates known 
as bawdry, 329 

pirate ships: the barija, 329-30, 375; 
possible use of the jqfk by the sultan 
of Maabar, 340 

pleasure boats: 324, 376; See Glossary 

Pleiades, 197 

Pliny the Elder: spice trade, 48; pearls 

from Persian Gulf, 51; piracy, 51; on 

Indian Ocean turtles, 1 12 
poetry. Andalusian: comparison of ship 

to humans, birds and other objects 

Jk, 279 

poetry, early Islamic: on navigation 
(pilot poems), 30; reference to teak 
ships, 147; terms for sails, 210; use of 
sqfina for ship, 269; the Mufaddaliyydt 
(anthology), 284 

Polaris Pole' stars. 197; use in the qiyds, 
198 

pontoons: use of the qarib, 271; use of 
the zanbanyya to 305-6; use of the 
sqfina, 328 
poplar: planks used for the kelek, 1 19 
Popovic: al-4 abarT's account of the Zanj 
war, 250 

ports and harbours: terminology, 174 
Portuguese, 5 30, 146, 200, 370; called 
Franks, 12; HadramI chronicles on 
activities, 12; circumnavigation of 
the Cape of Good Hope, 49; arrival 
in Indian Ocean, 65, 166, 191, 
255, 335; arrival in Hormuz and 
capture of Bahrain, 73; capture of 
Qatif, 73; abandonment of Julfar, 



and expulsion from Hormuz jh., 73; 
conquest and use of Hormuz, 84-5, 
260; arrival on West Indian coast, 
89; sacking of Qalhat and capture 
of Muscat, 90; trade with Kilwa 
and Mombasa, 101; trading licence 
{cartaz), 107; restrictions on Muslim 
trade, 101, Jh., 108; hold on West 
Indian coast and Persian Gulf, 108; 
diversion of trade via Cape of Good 
Hope, 108, 258; impact on pattern 
of world trade, 108: on East African 
coast, 182 (arrival), 366; access to 
charts of the Indian Ocean, 192; 
adoption of the kamal, 200; arrival in 
Western Indian Ocean, 246; threat 
to Mamluk and Venetian trade in 
the Red Sea, 255; naval encounters 
with Mamluk-Ottoman fleet, 255; 
attacks on East Africa, Persian Gulf 
and west coast of India, 255-6; 
accounts of conquests, 256; attempts 
to convert Muslims to ( Uiristianitv. 
256; capture of Indian Ocean ports, 
256; use of cannons, 256; aim to 
destroy Muslim monopoly of the 
spice trade, 257; arrival and activities 
in the Red Sea, 257. 319: building 
of forts along coasts of Persian Gulf 
and Western Indian Ocean, 257, 260; 
defeat by Mamluks at Chaul, 257; 
maps of forts illus., 258; disruption 
of Muslim trade routes, 258; inability 
to control Red Sea corridor, 258; 
threat to Muslim maritime trade, 258; 
attempts to break Muslim monopoply 
on trade, 258; attempts to capture 
Shihr, 259; defeat at Jeddah, 259; 
loss of Aden, 259; encounters with 
Ottomans and building of forts at 
Muscat, 260; control of Persian Gulf 
trade, 260; abandonment of Red Sea 
corridor, 260; arrival in Shihr with 
galliots and mismariyyas, 269; reference 
to tarradas as warships and coastal or 
rowing boats, 307; reference to small 
jalbas in the Red Sea, 318; references 
to the tarrada, 354; use of Arabic 
interpreters, 368 

Portuguese (Franks): control of Ayla, 
260; naval incursions in Western 
Indian Ocean, 260 

Portuguese language: use of terms, 
C afire and Moor 13; terms for the 
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kamal, 200; cognate for qdrib, 272; use 
of terms sambucho and zambuco, 314; 
possible connection of barsha with 
banja. 330; terms for ship parts, 370-1 

Portuguese ships: illus., 156, 213; 

influence on (modern) sanbuq design, 
156; rigging, 212; capacity (weight), 
219; development of rigging>., 219; 
Va.scn (Somes tie Abreu. 220; illus., 220. 
351; the caravel, 221; manoeuvrability, 
226; caravels and sambuchos illus., 313; 
construction features, 314; guided 
by sunbuqs, 314; influence on the 
baghla, ghanja and kotia, 314; lateen- 
rigged Alfama, 318; use of Arabic 
interpreters, 368 

Portuguese ships/shipbuilding. .Sic also 
Portuguese ships — the caravel: foreign 
crews, 107; carpenters on board, 
143; influence on ship design, 154; 
introduction of square stern, 157; 
introduction of nail factories, 165; 
possible introduction of nails, 165-6; 
fixing of rudders, 207; use of tiller, 
207; size of ships compared to junks, 
219; use of caravels and earracks in 
Indian Ocean, 255; superiority of fire 
power, 256; warships, 256; superior 
rxpcrlisc and equipment to the 
Ottomans, 262; use of nnsinamym 
seized from the Ottomans. 2(> l ): 
ubiquity in Indian Ocean harbours, 
314; nau illus., 333 

portulan charts: western, 191 

Po-sseu (Chinese term for Persian), 
10-11; "products of", 11 

Potts, 39, 59; Charax, 45 

Prakrit-Sanskrit: Berenike ostraca, 52 

prayer and ritual, 241; Litany of the 
Sea, 239; to ward off evil, 239 

pre-Islamic period, 40. See also poetry; 
Nestorians, 59; Sohar, 85; harbours, 
91; potsherds, 94; port of Jar, 
90: animal motifs on ships. 212: 
references to the Jiilk, 286 

pre-Islamic poetry (odes): 20—1, 71, 
120-1, 278: pearl diving by 
al-Musavval) b. Alas, 71; reference 
lo die ramatb, 121; reference to the 

145-6; references to caulking, 130: 
reference to treenails, 162; the 
helmsman (malty), 172; Sakhr 
al-Ghayy, 195; reference to steering 



oars, 203; a storm at sea, 231; use of 
safina for ship, 269-70; references to 
ships, 277; comparison of ship and 
camel, sea and desert, 277-85, 278-9, 
294; love for the journey, 278; ship 
terms, 279-81; khaliyya compared 
to a milking camel, 280; Maymun 
b. Qavs al-A'sha (on the klialirms 
280-1; Umayya b. Abl l-'Aidh, 281; 
Hudhall use of the term qddis for a 
ship, 282; on the qawra", 284; (on the 
Julk), 285; al-Nabigha 1-DhubyanI, 
289-90; reference to the qitrqur in 
Mesopotamia, 291; reference to the 
town oi'Adawliyya, 293; svmbolism, 
294; source of marine terms, 376 
pre-Portuguese: origin of the dbtm«i. 
159 

Priestman: Bushehr and Siraf, 75 
Principles of Navigation, 181: compass 
rhumbs (akhndn), 175; distances 
between ports (masafit), 175; latitude 
calculations from stars (qiyds), 1 75, 
197; latitude measurements from 
Pole sUr(bashi), 175; lunar mansions 
imandzil), 175; relations between 
crew and passengers isirtlsdt). 175, 
178; routes (diyar), 175; seasons for 
navigation (mawdsim al-bahr), 175; 
ship's instruments [a/at al-safiua), 175: 
signs of location (ishdrat), 175; use of 
sun and moon [bulul al-shams 
wa-l-qamar). 175: winds and seasons 
uil-andl, u-a-l-maumim). 175; illus, 176 
Priiis: description of a prototype jahdzi, 
315 

Procopius: the silk trade, 17: on sinking 

of nail-planked ships. 101 
prophetic tradition(Hadlth): sea traffic 

between Arabia and Abyssinia, 64; 

reference to the ramath, 121; reference 

to sewn ships, 162 
protection of the ship: oculus, 244 
provisioning of ships, 1 85 
Pryor: claim that the shim and shalandi 

were virtually the same, 338; possible 

representation of the harrdqa on a 

plate, 347 

Plolemaic period: trade routes, 38; spice 
trade, 48; Ptolernv 1 — founding of 
library >., 50; trade with India, 50-1; 
Ptolemy II — expansion of trade, 5 1 ; 
Adulis, 52, 293; Myos Hormos, 52; 
relations with Nabateans, 290 
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Ptolemy: determination of longitude, 
190-1 

Punt, 38; exports to Egypt fa.. 

38; location of >., 38; Queen 

Ilatshcpsut's naval expedition fir, 38 
punting-. 209; poles in Early Bronze Age, 

115; of dugouts, 123; poles: bamboo, 

123 

Pyrard: water storage on board, 185; 
size of ships in the Indies, 219; 
number of people on Sindi and 
Gujarati ships, 224 

Qais (Qays— Klsh), Island of, (map 3) 
79, 80-1, 84, 86, 251, 343; influx of 
Sirafi merchants, 80; silk and spice 
trade, 80; conquest by Hormuz, 81; 
excavations, 81; export of horses, 81; 
pearl trade, 81; relations with India, 
81; recession, 105; settlement of 
merchants and traders, 251; attacks 
by fleet on west coast of India, 252; 
attempts by ruler to deflect trade from 
Sohar, 252; blockade of Aden, 252; 
control of sea traffic in the Persian 
Gulf, 252; departure of merchants for 
Aden and Jeddah, 252; fortification, 
252; ruler's use of large dugouts 
(mash'iyya) in warfare, 252; ships used 
against Aden, 252; composition of 
fleet against Aden, 342; siege of 
Aden, 342 

Qalhat (Qalhat . map 3 82; control of 
mouth of the Gulf, 90; excavations, 
90; export of horses to India, 90; 
hub of the monsoon trade, 90; 
ships from India, 90; the hammam, 
91; underwater archaeological 
expedition ///., 91; stone anchors 
(Indo-Arabian), 91, 145,>., 145 
and mausoleum of Bibi Maryam 
illus., 91; capacity (weight) of ships, 
219; prosperity under the Hormuz 
princes, 254; destruction of ships by 
De Albuquerque, 256; sacking of by 
Portuguese Jn., 320; Persian presence, 
364-5; control of entry to Persian 
Gulf. 365: dominance of Persian. 
365; gateway to China and India, 
365; Persian dialect, 365; strategic 
importance, 365 

al-Qalqashandl: use of Fatimid war fleet 
for protection of Egyptian ships, 
237 



Qamar, Island of: making of large 

dugouts, 252 
Oanbalu Qanbalu), 100: attacks by the 

people of the Waqwaq Islands, 1 03— 4 
Qandahar (Qandahar), 349 
Qarmatians: capture of Basra, 69; 

control of sea route to India and 

China, 69; taxes at Basra, 69; 

piratical activities, 72; taxes on 

shipping, 72, 251; end of rule, 251; 

attempts to regain Southern Iraq. 

251; loss of Awal (Bahrain), 251; 

Mesopotamia, 323 
( )arvah: Abbasid pottery. 93; location 

of Shihr, 93 
Qaryatayn, 53 

Qatar (Qatar), 37, 40, 69, 72; Ubaid 

potsherds, 41; Ras Abaruk burials, 46 
Qatif (al-Qatrf), 37, 40, 47, 59, 69, 72, 

82, 84; capture by Portuguese, 73 
al-QazwInl: world map, 190; large 

number of shabbdras, owned by 

al-Ma'mun, 300 
Qift (Qift), 52 
Qishm, 84 

Quanzhou Bay: shipwreck, 223, 225 
Qulzum, 96 

Qur'an, 8, 21, 376; Arabic language, 
15, 377; symbolism of the ship, 
20; sanctioning of trade, 61, 363; 
possible reference to sewn ships, 161; 
interpretation of the term dusur, 162; 
use of alwah for Noah's Ark, 266: use 
of term sqfina for Noah's Ark in Surat 
al-'Ankabut (The Spider), 270; use of 
term safina in Surat al-Kahf 
(The Cave), 270; references to ships, 
277; source of ship terms, 279-80; 
reference to the julk, 285; references 
to the julk as Noah's Ark and a 
cargo/ passenger ship, 286; the jariya 
compared with mountains, 288; 
association of the jariya with Noah's 
Ark, 288; reference to the jariya and 
Julk as sizeable ships, 289 

Qurna, 126 

al-Qurtubl, Arlb b. Sa'd: use of the 
tayydr by Ibn Khaqan, 303-4 

( )ttseir al-Qadim (al-Qusayr al-Qadlm), 
94-6, 98; excavations and artefacts, 
18; coins, 18; paper fragments, 18, 
19, 27, illus., 97; material culture, 
19; Myos Hormos, 52; ostraca, 53; 
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role in long distance trade, 97; links 
with East African coast, 99; trade 
with East Africa, India and China, 
106; port strengthened, 261; role of 
Mamluks, 254 

rafts: 111-2, 119-22, 375-7; types, 
See Glossary; use for cargo, 16; of 
waterskins, 50, 117-18; of logs or 
reed bundles, 116; of branches or 
logs, 1 18; transport of camels by 
tawf, 1 18; transport of goods from 
Baghdad to Basra by tawf, 1 18; 
construction of the tawf, 118; types 
of 1 18-19; construction of the kelek, 
1 19; use of pole for propelling the 
kelek, 1 19; use in South Arabia, 120; 
construction of the ramath, 120-2; 
use of by Nabateans for piracy, 
290-1; possible identification for the 
qurqur, 291; built from shipwrecks, 
143-4; terms given by Ibn Slda and 
Ibn Manzur, 374 

Ra'ls Salman, Ottoman commander: 
attack on Diu, 257 

al-Ramma: illustration of warship 
similar to the bum, 159 

Rams: excavations, 74 

Ramshit of Siraf, 79: rescue of Aden 
from Qais blockade, 253 

Raqqa, 379; transport of goods from 
Baghdad on the harraqa, 299 

Ras Abaruk: burials, 46 

Ras al-Jins Bronze Age boat: excavation, 
39, 113, 134; construction of 
prototype, 131-5: materials for 
prototype, 135 

Ras al Kalb: dangers to ships, 240 

Ras al-Khaimah Ra s al-Khavma . 
82; artefacts from world trade, 74; 
excavations, 74; sea trade, 74 

Ras Fartak: dangers to ships, 240 

Ras Hafun ( Jafuna) — Socotra straits: 
dangers to ships. 210 

Ras Jumjuma: dangers to ships, 240 

Ras Sharma (Ra's Sharma), 94 

Raslurakuta dynasty, 246 

Rasulids, rulers of Aden, 93 

Red Sea, (maps 3 and 4) 51, 78, 
185, 257; toponyms, 4—5; shipping 
business, 18; early sea routes, 38; 
Bronze Age trade route, 43; 
alternative trade route to the Persian 
Gulf, 64; trade with Mangalore, 86-7; 



transfer of trade from Persian Gulf, 
105-6; importance for trade, 105-6; 
ports, 106; current use of shell-first 
method, 155; medieval accounts of 
sewn ships, 162; clangers of coral 
reefs, 183; winds, 186; difficulties of 
navigation, 186; dangers of northerly 
winds, 231-2; storms, 232; greeting 
of mountains, 239; naval activities, 
246; protection of trade corridor by 
Mamluks, 254; arrival of Portuguese, 
255; Ottoman aim to control, 256; 
protection of trade corridor by 
Mamluk-Ottoman fleet, 256; activities 
of Ottoman-Mamluk fleet, 259; 
major artery of commerce, 260; use 
of term khaytiyya for sewn jalba, 268; 
possible provenance of the fulk, 285; 
the modern fuluka, 287; presence 
of mnbuqs, 312; use of the jalba for 
cargo and pilgrims, 316 18; danger 
of storms, 317; reconnaissance by 
Portuguese, 319; Mediterranean 
Muslim warships, 321; use of harrdqas, 
344; use of ghurabs, 356 
Red Sea ports: trade with India and 
East Africa, 96; Egyptian merchants, 
97; home to Persian ship captains, 
179 

Red Sea route: Fatimid control, 97 
Red Sea ships 210^20: at Calicut, 142; 

: modern siuiliiiij illns.. :! ! 1 
reed-canoes. See canoes, reed 
reeds: use for watercraft, 111-12, 116, 

illus., 116; for rope making, 112; 

species used for watercraft, 112; for 

boatbuilding, 113; for punting poles, 

115; bundles used for the kelek, 1 19; 

availability in Mesopotamia, 134; use 

of papyrus for boats, 134 
Re 'Is, Pm: toponyms for the Gulf, 5; 

map showing the liarrti. 330 
resin: use in caulking. 150 
Rev Ardashir (Rev Ardashlr): centre for 

Sasanian sea trade, 56 
Ribero: 1529 map, 5 
Rishahr (Rlshahri, 55. 218; rebuilding 

by Sasanians, 55 
rituals: for a safe journey, 238-41; 

greeting of mountains at Aidhab, 

239; throwing rice in the sea 239; 

offerings of model boats, 240; 

offerings to the sea, 240; sacrifice of 

animals, 240; burning of aromatic 
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wood, 240; cutting the wind with 
swords, 240 

river boats 282-3, 298-306; types, 
See Glossary; gondola type illus., 302; 
use of the sumayiiyya and zabzab by 
royalty, 304; barges with oars, 305; 
the KepKovpog (kerkuros) used on the 
Nile for transport, 334 

River Nile. See Nile 

Rodriguez: chief Portuguese-Arabic 
interpreter, 369 

Roman period: trade routes, 38; silk 
trade, 48; Sanskrit and Pali works on 
sea trade, 53; long-distance trade. 57; 
use of Red Sea route, 57; artefacts 
at Ad Dour, 57-8; change of trade 
routes, 290; Rome's relations with the 
Nabateans, 290 

rope: materials used, 112; palm tree 
fibre, 112; split reeds, 112; use of 
osiers, 116; used for tying reed 
bundles, 138; use of coir, 148; use 
of date palm fibre in Arabia and 
Northern Gulf, 148; use in caulking, 
150; making in Aidhab Jh., 150 

Rougelle: Sharma, 94-5 

rounders, 153 

rowing methods 115, Jh., 115;Jamdat 
Nasr: seal showing punting and 
rowing methods on canoes, 129; on 
the qujfa, 132; standing position on 
the sunbuq, 313; on Indian Ocean and 
Mediterranean»s, 340 

rudders, 168, 382: fastenings, 123; on 
dugouts, 123; transfer of technology, 
204; development of, 204; from 
China, 204; necessity for large ships, 
205; twin-quarter, 205; fixing of, 
206; use of ropes, 206; w< irking 
of, 206; transfer of technology to 
Mediterranean in the First Crusade, 
206; in Mediterranean 206-7; fixed 
with pintles and gudgeons, 207; lack 
of tiller in medieval ships, 207; use 
of stern fin • fasldn}, 207 8: compared 
with camel's neck, 282; long steering 
oar, 382 

Rumays, leader of the Zanj: loss of 
sumayrmiK and salghas to al-Jubba'i, 

325 

S. Raphael, 368 

Saba: source of cinnamon, frankincense 

and myrrh, 5 1 
Saba. Sabaeans Jh., 50 



Sabaean period: trade between Yemen 
and India, 50; trade threat from 
Ptolemies, 50 

al-Sabl: use of the tayyiir as a ferryboat, 
303 

sacks: from date palm leaves, 148 
sacrifice, 240, 242 

Sadh. South Oman: alwah and cmccik in 
inscription on a (modern) sanbuq, 267 

sailboats. Sec ships: possible presence in 
Ancient Sumer, 132-3; use of term 
sa/bia for large ocean-going vessels, 
270 

sailors. See crew members: headgear, 
177-8; terms for and duties, 183-4 

sails: lateen-settee, 123, 168, 382; on 
dugouts, 123; on sea-to-river craft, 
208; number on Muslim ships, 
209; on jalbas, 209; square, 209-11, 
213-14, 330, 346, 350; terms for, 
210; square illus., 210, 213; transition 
to lateen, 211; settee development 
and advantages, 211; lateen, 211-13, 
318, 330, 332, 346, 350, 354; origin 
of lateen-settee in Western Indian 
Ocean, 212; development of rigging, 
212; square, in Mediterranean, 
212; settee, 212-13; lateen illus., 
213; illustrations in Borobudur 
temple and the Ajanta caves, 213; 
transition to settee, 213; square, in 
Persian miniatures illus., 214; settee, 
introduction to Western Indian 
Ocean, 214; fore- and aft, 214, 382; 
use in river craft, 305; lowered on 
warships during battle, 326 

sails-materials used: from plant fibres. 
103; materials for, 112, 209-10; from 
linen, 112; from palm-leaf mats, reed 
mats, and wool, 135; from date palm 
leaves, 148, 209; from bamboo cane 
matting, 209; from flax, 209, 376; 
from muql leaves, and iikuma palm. 
209; sewn with coconut thread, 209; 
of wool, 209-10; of coconut matting 
illus., 210; use of cotton, 210, 270; of 
matting (carried by sunbuip), 314; from 
coconut matting, 376 

Sakhr al-Chaw: verse on husraiim the 
coast, 195 

Saladin. See Salah al-Dln 

Salah al-Dln (Saladin), 260, 344 

Salihiyah, 57 

Salman. Captain: commander of 
Mamluk-Ottoman fleet, 259 
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Salwa, 47 

al-Samarkandl: Hormuz, 84 
Saiuarra (Samarra) type glazed wares: 

Athar, 98 
Sannacherib: circular boats, 130 
Sanskrit, 22, 383; source of pilot 

manuals, 30;Jataka fables, 31-2; and 
Pali works, 53; derivation often, 
123; early navigational literature, 
194; votive offerings, 239; derivation 
of swihuq, 314; influence on 
language, 362; influence on nautical 
terminology, 362; language of trade 
and religion, 362; language of 
seafarers. 363: nautical terms 371-2 
Saula Maria, 347 

Saqr b. Husayn: provision of shadhds 
from Abadan, 325 

Saqqara tombs: Bronze Age boat 
models, 156 

Sarandib (Sarandlb) — modern Sri 
Lanka, products of Po-sseu, 1 1 : 
dangers to shipping, 232; Gulf of, 236 

Sargon of Akkad, 39; extent of empire 
fn.. 39: on ships of Dilmun, Magan, 
and Meluhha, 114-15 

Sardonic period: drrhiuion of bkk. 120 

Sasanian period: AnlasliTr Papakan. 53; 
the Sasanian navy, 55-6; sea trade, 
56; sea trade centres, 56; invasion 
of Yemen, 56; maritime contact 
with China, 56; control of silk trade, 
56-7; suzerainty over Byzantium, 57; 
Christianity, 58-9; invasion of Syria 
and Byzantium, 60: rule of Sasanians, 
63; trade routes. 63; taxes on trade/ 
sea traffic, 61; Bushehr, 75; Sasanian 
potters' at Shihr, 93; raid from Jullar. 
247; spread of trade to China, 362; 
presence of Arabians and Persians in 
ports, 364; Persian settlement in East 
Africa, 366; use of Persian, 383 

Sasanian to Early Medieval Islamic 
period: trade between Malabar and 
China, 166 

Sasanian-Islamic period: ceramics in 
Lamu archipelago, 78 

Sauvaget: Gulf trade, 105 

Sayf al-Dln, of Hormuz, 73 

Sayf al-fslam lughtakin b. Ayyub,: 
use of Aden's shims to protect cargo 
shipping, 253-4 

Saymour (West India), 225 

Scorpio, Scorpionis (PSrc), 197 

Sea:s:. maps 1—1 and 6: Erythraean; See 



Erythraean Sea, See Red Sea; of Fars 
(Bahr Fars), al-Qatif, 5; of Qulzum, 
5; of Hijaz, 5; of Hormuz (the Gull), 
5; of China (Indian Ocean), Green 
(Indian Ocean), 8; of Fars, 8; of 
Harkand, 8; of India (Indian Ocean), 
8; of Kalahbar (Kalahbar) (map 3) 
8; of Kardanj, 8; of Lar (Lar), 8; of 
Salahit (Salahit) 8; of Sanji (Sanjl) 
(South China Sea), 8; Java, 31, 164, 
357; of China, 77; of Darkness 
(Atlantic Ocean), 101; Malay, 182; 
Arabian, map for navigation, 186; of 
Berbera, dangers to shipping, 232; of 
the Zanj (East Africa), 234 

sea captains, 181, 183, 226; Sulayman 
al-Tajir, 28; Buzurg b. Shahriyar 
al-RamhurmuzI, 29; Allania. 
action during a storm 178-9; Abu 
Abdallah b. Babishad b. Haram 
b. Hammawayh, 180; Abu 1-Zahr 
al-iiarkhatl, a Sirafi Magian, 180; 
Ahmad al-Saniad, a Sirafi. 180: 
Abd al-Rahim b. JaTar al-Sirafi, 
180; Jawhar b. Ahmad, a Sirafi, 180; 
Muhammad b. al-Raydum al-Slrafl, 
180; Abhara, 180-1; Marzaban, 
a dishonest sea captain, 181-2; 
Isma'llawayh, 189; Muhammad 1). 
Babishad, 229; Abu 1-Zahr 
al-Barkhatr, a competent sea captain, 
storm in the Sea of Malay, 240-1; 
Salman. 259; Imran al-A'raj, loss of 
a new jalba at sea, 316; Isma'llawayh, 
in battle with pirates, 329; Gregorio 
da Quadra, learning of Arabic in 
captivity 368-9 

sea travel: dangers, 215, 230; fear of, 
215-16; advantages of, 216-17; 
dangers from piracy, 236-9 

Search of Knowledge, 111 

seasons: for ship repair, 189; for trade, 



Selucids: Ras Abaruk burials, 46; 
seafaring. 16: relations with 
Nabateans, 290 

Semitic: lexiea, 22; derivation of 
madarata, 122; Old, derivation of 
rubbdn, 182; cognate of the term 
sqfina, 270; derivation of the term 
safina, 270; cognate for markab, 272; 
possible derivation of the term qdrib, 
272; influence on Persian ship terms, 
283; possible derivation of bust, 283; 



earlv, jxissible derivation of shadha, 
327 

Serce Iimani (Byzantine): skeleton-first 

method, 155-6; use of nailed plank.-,. 

156; underwater excavation, 331 
Serjeant: connection between the 

modern cotia and the qit'a, 353; 

Shirazis/Sirafis in East Africa, 366 
Seven Sea'; of the Indian Ocean, (map 

3) 8-9 

Seven Voyages of Sindbad the Sailor, 29 
Severin: the Sohar expedition, 32; 

damage to the Sohar by the teredo, 

152 
Seville, 271 

sewn ships. See ships, sewn 
al-Shalmshtl: celebration of St. 

Ashmun's day in Baghdad. 30 1 
Shah Abbas: expulsion of Portuguese 

from Hormuz jh., 73 
Siidluiamii Book of Kings): Persian 

miniatures, 31, 382; possible 

representation of the shabbara, 301 
al-Sliahrl: Portuguese qit'a* near 

Mukalla, 353 
Shanga, 78 
Shapur II, 56 
Shapur III, 58 
Shapur (Shapur) river, 82 
Sharaf al-Dawla Shlrzll: use of the 

tayyar and zabzab at his funeral, 304 
Sharga: excavations, 100 
shark oil: use in caulking/sealing 151 
Sharma (Sharma), 91, 94; import of 

ceramics from Persian Gulf, 94; 

artefacts (Chinese), 95; trade with 

East Africa, India and China, 1 06 
Sharwayn, 91 

Shati 'Uthman (Shatf 'Uthman): 
transport on a bust, 283 

Shatt al Arab (Shatt al-Arab), 44, 66, 
133; danger of coral reefs, 67 

Shehiris: I ladhrainis on coast of west 
India, 367 

Shihr (al-Shihr), 91, 93; trade fairs, 
54; capital of Mahra, 92; 'Abbasid 
pottery, 93; excavations, 93; export 
of fish and horses. 93; frankincense. 
93; Sasanian pottery, 93; trade with 
India, 93; trade with China, 94; 
glass making. 91: failure of attacks 
bv Portuguese, 259; arrival of 
Portuguese, 269; use of a skiff called 
tarrada, 307; "Shehiris" origins, 367 



ship and boat names: derivation of 
kelek, 120; derivation of ramettli, 
122; relation with hull shape, 
153; derivation of kambdrl. 165; 
common terms in Arabic sources, 
269-73; derivation of khaliyya, 280-1; 
derivation of qddis, 282; derivation of 
bust, 283; possible connection of ship 
term qarwd' with qariyya, 285; qarwd', 
285; derivation of qurqur, 291-2; 
derivation of 'adawli and 'adawliyya. 
292-3; derivation of zaww, 299; 
derivation of harrdqa, 300; shabbara, 
301; derivation of shabbara, 301; 
tayyar, 303; derivation of zabzab, 
304; derivation of falu, and sandal, 
306; derivation of talawwd, 306-7; 
derivation of zawraq and dimij. 308; 
derivation oi'ushdn, 310; derivation of 
sunbuq, 314; derivation of the jedmzi 
and jalba, 316; meaning of hadidi. 322; 
derivation of sallura, 322 3; derivation 
of sallura, and sumayriyya. 323: 
meaning of salgha, 325; derivation of 
shadha, 327; meaning of mi'bar, 327; 
cognates of bdrija, 329; derivation 
of bdrija, 329—30; derivation of 
qiirqura. 331: derivation of shim. 331: 
derivation of shalandz, 337; derivation 
of ja/n, 339; derivation of tarlda, 311; 
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carraca, 346; related to birds, 350; 
derivation ol'^humb, 350-1; derivation 
of the qit'a, 353; derivation of the 
tarratla. 351: terms from Persian and 
Indian languages, 370; descriptions by 
historians, geographers and travellers, 
375; use for multiple types, 380 
shipbuilding and design: tradition, 
14-15; Early Bronze Age, 41; 
buoyancy, 111; displacement of water, 
111; height of gunwales, 111; hull 
form, 111; speed and stability, 111; 
primitive materials and tools, 112; 
use of oak for keels, 1 13; rigging 
on large boats, 1 15; continuity with 
the past, 115, 158-9, 381; shell 
first method, 140-1; skeleton-first 
method, 140, 155-6; false sternpost 
or stern fin ( fashin), 141; fore and aft 
decks, 141; framing patterns, 141; 
iron-nailed framing, 141; rake of the 
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ends, 141; rope-controlled system, 
141; sewn planks, 141; square rig, 
141; straight stem and sternpost, 141; 
use of fish oil and anti-fouling. Ill; 
double-ended shape, 141; present 
construction features in Western 
Indian Ocean, 1 11; shipbuilding 
at Aden and on southwest coast of 
India, 142; measurement systems 144; 
construction features deduced from 
contemporary shipbuilding, 154; shell- 
first method for sewn ships, 154-6; 
illus., 155; construction sequence, 
155-6; double-ended, 156-7; square 
(transom)-stern, 156-7 (modern) 
MUibuif. illus.. 156: Mediterranean 
Arab vessels, 158; decking, 160; 
related to type of anchorage, 187; 
development of the tiller, 207; 
sternpost on contemporary ships, 208; 
capacity (weight), 219-20; limitations 
on size, 223; headstems: with 
animal motifs illus., 242; meaning of 
decorative motifs, 244; leeboards on 
river boats, 298; rams, 335, illus., 336; 
shipbuilding tradition, 381 

of people on board from, 223-4; 

224-5; calculation of capacity 

(weight) of the slum, 336 
ship worm. See teredo 
ship's boats: 271, 306, 354, 375; types, 

See Glossary 
shipbuilding tools, 144 
shipping transactions: Gcnizah letters. 

18 

ships: religious symbolism, 20-1 

ships, bundlcd-rced: liarlv Bronze Age. 
133; Magan boat, 136 

ships, nailed, 156, 165-8: iron-fastened 
ship construction, 156; sinking by 
magnetism, 161; locations, 163; 
Chinese and Javanese junk*, 166; die 
Kadakkarappally shipwreck, 166 

ships, sewn, 138-9, 161-8, 184; for 
Greek and Roman trade, 53; the 
Belitung Island shipwreck, 138; shell- 
first construction, 139, 156; modern 
Southern Indian vessels. 1 10; internal 
preservation, 152; crossing the 
Indian Ocean, 162; locations, 163; 
advantages over nail-planking, 164; 
method of fastening, 164-5; modern 



vessels, 164—5; zigzag stitching 
and illus., 165; illus. of a (modern) 
sanbuq, 165; evolution, 167; the mtepe 
illus., 168; repairs by divers, 184; 
Gujarati — capacity (weight), 219; size, 
225: stitched with coir (qinbar) thread, 
268; the sunbuq, 314; thejahazi, 315; 
the jalba, 316-20; the tarrdda, 354 

ships, wooden: Early Bronze Age, 133: 
angular shape, 1 34; from Dilmun 
illus., 135; potential for development, 
140; careening, 189 

shipwrecks: Ibn Jubayr, 27; 

Kadakkarappally, 30, 166-7, 357, 
382; Belitung Island, 30-1, 138, 164, 
357, 382; Song, Yuan, and Ming 
dynasties, 31; Gulf of Thailand, 31; 
Intan, 31; Java Sea, 31; recycling of 
timber, 143; Serce Limani, 155-6, 
357; Song dynasty Quanzhou Bay, 
223; recorded in the Genizah letters 
>., 228; Yassi Ada, 357; Song, Yuan 
and Ming shipwrecks, 382 

shipyards: Classical and Medieval 
Islamic period, 1 12; for smaller 
vessels, 143; supply of timber from 
India, 147 

Sliiraz Shlrazi. (maps 3 and 6) 56, 76, 
82 

Shirazi/Sirafi: settlers in East Africa, 
366 

Sliiriz Shirr/.: export of flax and oil, 82 
Sidi Ali: ships in the Portuguese fleet, 
350 

Sijisian Siji.stan province, 82 

Silk Route, 54, 57, 59, 65; control by 

Parthia, 47 
silk trade, 47, 56-7, 78, 80, 82, 85 101; 

silk of Basra, 68 
Sinai, 260 

Sind: base for pirates, 329 

Sindabur (Goa), (map 3) 87 

Sindbad the Sailor. 29: vovage to China, 
66-7; building a raft from shipwrecks, 
143-4; use of slaves for supervision 
on board, 185; shipwreck, 230; trade, 
230; tales of storms, 232; account 
of storm, 234; reference to the julk 
as a lifeboat or raft, 286; Basra to 
Baghdad by land, 298; use of zawraqs 
by people of the City of the Apes, 
307 

Sinus Persicus (the Gulf), 5 

Sir Bani Yas, Island: excavations, 59 
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Sira Sua Island: stop for prayers, 240 
Siraf Slraf /Sirahs, anap 6i 76, 101, 
151, 187, 225, 271; ships from China, 
56; natural harbour, 75; transfer of 
trade from Bushehr, 75; emporium 
of the Persian Gulf, 75-6; import of 
timber, 77; imports from India, 77; 
entrepot for trade with China, 77; 
Chinese merchants, 77; pearl trade, 
77; products, 77; trade with China, 
77; trading partners, 78; earthquake, 
79; merchants: move to Sohar and 
other ports, 79; heyday and decline, 
79-80; transfer of trade to Red 
Sea, 80; import of mangrove poles, 
101; recession, 105; dockyard, 142; 
supply of ships from Sohar; finds of 
Iiido-Arabian stone anchors, 145; 
sewn ships, 163; experienced ship 
captains and shipwrights, 1 79-80, 
365; meeting place for mariners and 
merchants, 180; dangers of sailing 
to China, 180—1; sailors' fear of seas 
between Berbera and Ras Hafun, 
238-9; pearl fishing; boats called 
qarib, 271; movement of Persians to 
Aden and Jeddah, 364 
Sirius, 197 

Skylilzes: illustrations of Byzantine and 

Muslim ships, 154; illustrations of 

Byzantine ships, 356 
slave trade, 51, 95, 99, 103, 250; import 

to Basra area, 68; chief export from 

East Africa, 99; Jk, 99 
slaves: role on board, 185; Islamic view 

on jettisoning, 231; pirate booty, 235; 

ill treatment, 250; use of sunbuq to 

greet ships at Zafar, 312; galley slaves 

used as oarsmen on warships, 330; 

See also Zanj (East African) slaves, 378 
Socotra (Suqutra), 186, 259: use of the 

ramath 1212; dangerous sailing, 240 
Sodre: possible use of Muslim chart, 

192 

Sofala, 99; gold from, 65; gold trade, 
101; ittus., 102; trading centre for 
cotton, 366 

Sohar. Tim Severin's replica of medieval 
Arabian sewn ship, 32, 152; damage 
from the teredo, 152 

Sohar (Suhar), 72, 78, 82, 187; trade 
fairs, 54, 63; suzerainity over Julfar, 
73; settlement of Sirafi merchants, 
79; influx of Sirafi merchants, 80; 



abundance of water, 85; capital of 
Oman, 85; gateway to China, 85; 
shelter from monsoon winds, 85; 
storage of trade goods, 85; supply of 
in i i i ii i: gali iv to China, 
85-6; transfer of trade to Aden, 86; 
copper-working, 86; decline of, 86; 
depreciations by ruler of Qais, 86; 
excavations, 86; glass making, 86; 
superseded by Oalhat, 90; resurgence, 
105; settlement of merchants and 
traders, 252; departure of merchants 
for Aden and Jeddah, 252; Persian 
population, 364; Persian presence, 
364 

Somalia, 99; cognate of ramath, 122 
Somnath (Somnath): home to pirates, 
236 

Song dynasty, 382: shipwrecks, 31, 

78; Northern and Southern, 77; 

Quanzhou Bay shipwreck, 223 
Song Li's formula for estimating ship 

size: 224-5; applied to Zheng He's 

ships, 225 
Southern Arabia: use of term kliasliaba 

for large ships, 267; use of term 

khashaba for merchant ship carrying 

irankineence, 268 
Spanish: cognate for qarib, 272; possible 

connection of taride with tanda, 341 
Spice Islands (the Moluccas), (map 3) 29 
Spice Route, 65; control of, 64; 

re-routing bv Portuguese, 108 
spice trade," 48 L 9, 52', 61. 78, 80, 82, 

84-5, 87, 90, 95, 98, 260; via the Red 

Sea, 48; Portuguese aim to destroy 

Muslim monopoly, 257 
Sri Lanka, 232, 377; pearl trade, 87; 

South Indian merchants, 89; supply 

of coir, 148; meeting point for Indian 

Ocean ships, 188 
Si. Ashman's day: use of the sumayriyya 

as a ferry, 304 
St. Thomas Christians: in Cambay 88 
stars: altitude measurements, 191-8; use 

to tell the time, 196; used for compass 

rhumbs, 196-7; measurement with 

the kamal illus., 199; Chinese stellar 

diagram: illus., 201 
Steingass, 22 

storms, 178-9, 211, 230-4, 238, 
286, 316-7: delays to shipping, 
229; jettisoning of cargo, 229-30; 
jettisoning of slaves, 231; expertise 
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needed of captain and crew, 233; loss 
of ships between Siraf and Saymur, 
233; protection by angels, 240-1 

Strabo: toponyms for the Persian 
Gulf, 5; World Map, 6; use of the 
term Moor Jh., 12; Alexander the 
Great's fleet in the Persian Gulf, 44; 
the Gerrhaeans, 46; on Gerrha Jh., 
47; spice trade, 48; on India, 49; 
Saba, 5 1 ; timber in Mesopotamian 
region, 113; reed vessels Jh., 115; 
on frankincense trade, 290; on the 
Xabatcans and piracy, 290; on 
Nabatean rafts, 291 

Straits of Malacca: use of iron chains to 
keep out pirates, 237 

Suakin (Sawakin), 96, 149, 155; 
fortification of, 258 

Suez, 257; building of Mamluk fleet, 
257; enlargement of Ottoman- 
Mamluk fleet, 259; assembly of 
Mamluk warships for Red Sea use, 
356 

al-SulT: ship illusiralinns, and illus.. l.)8: 
ship with rudders illus., 205; square 
sails, 213-4 

Sulavman al-Tajir, 77: access to Indian 
navigational works, 194 

al-Sull: Band!, on Oman's naval attack 
on Ubulla, 251; use of the zabzab 
against the Omani fleet at Basra, 
324 

Sumatra (Ranj Islands), (map 3) 104: 
converts to Islam, 87; Land of Gold, 
180; use of zawraqs, 307 

Sumer/Sumerian period: 361; tablets, 
40; cylinder seals, 41; exports, 
41; copper production Jh., 43; 
representations of canoes in graves, 
128; similarity of wooden canoes 
to current types, 128-9; possible 
presence of sailboats, 132-3; use of 
bitumen for boat models, 137; boat 
building techniques, 381 

Sumerian: derivation of kelek, 120; 
derivation of burma, 343; literature, 
363 

sun: use to tell the time, 196 
Sung i lyiuisly. 5(1 
Suru (Surti), 248 

Syria: Abbasid period, 249; nail- 
planked ships, 163; naval wars with 
Christians, 260: panic over Prankish 
incursions, 260 



Syriac: liturgical language of Ncsiorians. 
58; stele illus., 60; translations by 
Nestorians and Monophysites, 59; 
derivation of burma, 343 

al-Tabarl: 24-5: on Baghdad, 67; on the 
-jmlmriyya, 158; shalandii in Damietta, 
225; fear of the sea, 248; account 
of the Zanj war, 249-50, 324-8; 
reference to the zaww, 299; use of the 
harraqa on the Tigris, 300; reference 
to stempost of the -jtiibunrni. 305; 

the shabbara, 322; use of the hadxdiby 
the Turks, 322; use of the swnqyrirw 
on Mesopotamian rivers, 323; request 
of Sulayman [b. Jami'] for sumayrivyas 
from the Zanj, 323; use of the salgha 
by the Zanj on canals at Basra, 324; 
use of the salgha for transporting 
horses, 325; reference to the shadha, 
325; use of mi'bar and sqfina as 
generic terms for transport ships, 
327-8; the jaribiyya, 328; Imrijas from 
Basra in battle with the Turks, 328; 
manning of the Byzantine slialandT 
Jh., 337; presence of Arabians and 
Persians in ports, 36 1; the sumayriyya, 
376 

Tabriz (Tabriz) 82, 214 

Tabrlzl: description of the sunbuq as a 

small ship, 310 
Ta-chi i Chinese term for Arabian;. 

10-11 

lacking: guidance on bearings, 201 
Tahamtan II, Qutb al-Din king of 

Hormuz: recapture of Qais, 81 
Tahitha (Tahlfha): the salgha used for 

transporting horses, 325 
fa i , caliph: use of the zabzab at funeral 

of Ibn Mu'ayyid al-Dawla, 304 
Takrit (Takrtt), 59 

Tamil: early navigational literature, 194 
Tainil-lirahmi: Bcrcnikc ostraca. 52 
Tamil Chettis: in Cambay, 88 
Tamil Nadu: derivation of balam, 124 
Tana (now Mumbai), 163, 248, 315 
fang annals, 11,77 
al-Tanukhl: anecdote on the harraqa, 

300; travel to UbuUa on sewn cargo 

boat called khaytiyya, 268 
laqa: zigzag sliu hing on boat, 165 
Tara: Buddhist goddess, 239 
Tarut (Tarut) Island, 37, 40, 114 
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al-Tawhldl: reference to use of 
-juibarinas as a pontoon, 305-6 

taxes, customs and port duties, 215, 
227-8: on trade fairs, 54, 64; by 
Byzantines, 64; by Qarmatians, 69, 
72, 251; at Basra, 69; at Bahrain, 
71-2, 228; on Chinese ships at 
Muscat, 90; Portuguese trading 
licence (cartaz); by Bedouins, 216; 
paid in port, 227; on Sea of China 
trade, 228; by Sultan of Bacanor in 
Malabar, 228; by Sultan of Oman, 
228; on runaways, 229; galley tax, 
254; collection at Mogadishu on 
sunbiiqs, 312 

teak, 86, 113, 142, 371; used for 

.shipbuilding, 147-8; used to build the 
qurqura, 332 

technology, maritime: development and 
transfer, 14, 16; transfer of, 206, 382; 
transfer by capture of ships, 357; 
impact on language spread, 362 

Tell Abraq: excavations, 41; Bronze Age 
(Magan) boat on pendant, 157 

Tell Mashnaqa boat models: use of 
bitumen, 137 

teredo (ship worm), 113, 139; damage 
to ships, 151-3 

Thailand, Gulf of: shipwreck, 31 

al-Thaqafi, Muhammad b. al-Qasim, 
248 

Theophanes: shell-first method, 155 
Theophrastus of Eresus: toponyms for 
the Red Sea, 5; Alexander the Great's 
fleet in the Persian Gulf, 44; timber 
of ships of Bahrain, 147; the teredo 
>., 152 

Thesiger: expedition to the Marshes ol 
Southern Iraq, 128; construction of 
the za'ima, 129-30 

Thucydides: ship term nko'iov ; ploimi\ 
124 

Tibbetts: on Chinese stellar diagram, 
199-200; illus., 201 

al- l lbl, Tamal al-Dln Ibrahim (governor 
of Fars), 81 

Tigre: cognate- of the sunbuq. 311 

Tigris, 1, 65. 68: protection from Basra. 
67; silting of mouth, 68; dangers to 
navigation, 68-9; navigation, 114, 
118; illus., of a kelek, 120; use of the 
quffa, 130; a modern bundled-reed 
ship, 133; skeleton-first method, 155; 
entrance marked by observation post, 
218; use of the harraqa in royal circles, 



299; use of the zaww, 299; nocturnal 
excursions of Harun al-Rashid 
on a harraqa, 299-300; use of the 
harraqa by dignitaries, 300; use of 
the shabbara, 300-1; use of shabbdras 
as pleasure boats by the royal family, 
301; use of the tayyar as a royal boat, 
ferry and transport boat, 303; use of 
■ Virrms and h-jiba on Si. 
Ashman's day, 304; use of -juibarhra> 
as pontoons, 306; use of the zawraq 
as ship-to-shore ferry, 307; use of 
'ushdrh as ferry-boats in Abbasid Iraq, 
309; use of ihc shabbara against ihe 
Turks, 322; use of the zabzab, 324; 
use of the harraqa in the Zanj war, 
344 

Tihama (Tihama) coast, 94; visit(s) 
by Ibn al-Mujawir, 24; use of term 
khashab for ship, 267 

timber (for shipbuilding), 56, 112, 143, 
150, 371; trade, 45; shaping of, 1 12; 
species used for shipbuilding, 113; 
used by Egytians for shipbuilding 
cedar, acacia, sidir , sycamore, 
tamarisk, 113; used in Mesoptamian 
region for shipbuilding — ash, cedar, 
cypress, elm, oak. juniper, palm 
tree, pine, sycamore, tamarisk, teak, 
mulberry, willow, 113; recycling of, 
143; use with stone for anchors, 145; 
from India — aini, jackfruit, karam. 
mango, poon, teak and ventcak. 
147-8: local for shipbuilding — qarat 
: acacia 1 ghaf, 'lib, palm tree, sidir, 
148; coconut for hulls, masts, yards, 
oars and anchors, 148; coconut for 
smaller craft, 148; coconut coir used 
for stitching, rigging and cables, 149; 
qarat and sidir illus.. 149; Indian/ 
Hindi terms, 371 

timber trade, 39, 41, 50, 84-7, 99, 
100-1, 142; Siraf, 77; Bronze Age, 
134; supply from India, 142-3; 
between Egypt and Italian city states 
and India, 356 

time: estimation of, 196 

Tiz (TTz), 248, fit., 49 

To-che ''Chinese term for Arabian!, 
10-11 

tools for early watercraft, 112;: 
for caning dugout canoes, 123; 
shipbuilding, 144 

trade fairs, 54, 63-4; taxes levied by 
Persians, 54 
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trade routes. See also Silk Route and 
spice route, 27; connection of sea 
and land routes, 3; caravan routes, 
3, 69; Early Islamic Empire, 22; 
Bronze Age, 37; Greek Ptolemaic and 
Roman periods, 38; Early Bronze 
Age, 43; Egypt-India (land) Jh., 44; 
east coast of Arabia- Yemen (land), 
46; Hellenistic period, 46; Barygaza- 
Cliina (land), 47; Parthian period, 
47; Red Sea corridor, 47, 64, 97, 
258, 260; importance of monsoon 
winds, 48-9; Cape of Good Hope, 
49, 258; Red Sea ports to Coptos 
(land), 52; via Palmyra (land), 53; 
Antioch-Hama (land), 53; Nestorian, 
59; Mesopotamia-Persian Gulf, 63, 
97; Basra-Baghdad (river), 68-9; to 
India and China (sea), 69; Baghdad- 
Kufa-Meeea, 69: through Central 
Asia iland), 75; Qulzum-Jar. 96; 
Fustat-Hijaz (land), 260; change in 
Roman period, 290; Basra-Baghdad 
(land), 298 

tradition: seafaring and shipbuilding, 
1 1 15: shipbuilding. 

transport ships: types. .Sn Glossary: 
ahawras used by Sultan of Honavar, 
254-5; use of term mismariyya, 269; 
use of term qdiib, 271: the miliar and 
sqfina used in the Zanj war, 327; the 
jafibiyya for commanders and crew, 
328; use of the shim by the Crusaders 
Jh., 334 

Trapani: presence of jqfhs Jh., 339 

travel notes (taqyid), 16 

tree trunks: early use for watercraft, 

111-12 
treenails, 144, 162 

Tripoli (Tarabulus): goods shipped to 

Fustat on the 'ushari, 310 
Tulunid war fleet: use of ximlmqs, 312 
Tunis (Tunis): capture by Aghlabid 

naval forces /;;., 245; naval raids on 

Sicily Jh., 245 
Tunisia: minting of gold coins, 100 
fur: replacement lor ( )useii aM )adim, 

98 

Turanshah II, Fakhr al-Din sultan of 

Hormuz, 84 
Turk, use of term, 8, 12 
Turkish: meaning of .\amlal, 306: possible 

connection of barca with bdrija, 330 
Turks: soldiers: as royal guards, 249; 

control of Abbasid caliphate, 249; 



use of the hadidi on the Euphrates, 
322 

turtle shells: early use for watercraft, 
111-12 

Tustar, Southern Iran: use of qaribs as 

pontoons, 271 
lyre Sur): minting of gold coins, 100 

Ubaid period: bitumen fragments from 
ships, 137; model boats, 138 

Ubaid pottery, 39; boat model illus., 40; 
from Ur and Eridu, 40-1 

Ubulla, 49, 53, 66; obstruction of 
shipping//!., 44; orgin of name Jh., 
49; rebuilding by Sasanians, 55; 
ships from China. 56; continued 
importance, 66; Medieval Islamic 
period, 66-7; danger of shallow 
water, 67; river connection to Basra, 
67; trade centre with Basra, 68; 
recession, 105; dockyard, 142; sewn 
ships sail to China, 162; strategic 
location. 217; harbour for Oman, 
India and China. 2 17: Barldl military 
leaders, 251; building of large sewn 
ships, 268; transhipment of cargo, 
298: presence of Arabians and 
Persians, 364 

Ugarilk -Canaanite: derivation of 
markab, 272 

Umar b. al-Khattab, caliph, 13, 66, 
247-8; founding of Basra, 67 

Umayyad period: Jumayra, 74; Greeks 
and Syrians building nail-fastened 
ships, 269 

Umm al-Ma', 57 

Umm al-Nar, map 4: copper production 

Jh., 43; strategic location as port Jh., 

43; anchorage, 1 14 
Umm al-Quwain: port of Ad-Dour, 46 
Unger: the tarida, 153 
Ungwana, 99-100; excavations, 99 
units of measurement: the ha', 186, 195; 

the farsakh, 186; distance at sea, 198; 

distance between stars, 198-9 

Ur?40,' 43, 308, 371; trade with 
Dilnnm, Magan and Meluhha. 13; 
boat models, 137 

Ur III period (texts): records of 

watercraft, 138; sea trade, 41; tablets, 
43; boat capacity Jh., 137; use of 
reeds and bitumen, 137 

Urdu: possible connection of pira with 
baruja, 329 
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Ur-Nammu, 41 

Ur-Nanshe, kins of Lagash. 39 
Ursae Majoris (aPy5e^Ti), 197 
Ursae Minoris (fly), 197 
c Utba b. Ghazwan: founding of Basra, 
67; incitement to take Ubulla, 247 

Vasco Gomes de Abreu illus., 220 

Yaz Dorta: factor of the Portuguese fleet 

and role as Arabic interpreter, 369 
Vega, 197 

Venetian: convoys, 65; threat to trade 

Mamluk flirt, 257 
Virihat-Sarihita, 53 
Vollers: derivation of ghiirdb. 35 1 
Yon Soden, 22 

Vosmer: Bronze Age ship building, 135: 
construction of the Magan boat, 136; 
Bronze Age boat construction, 138; 
shell-first method for sewn ships, 156; 
function of the fashin, 207-8 

Wadi Allaqi (Wadl AllaqT): gold mines, 
52 

Wadi Gawasis, discovery of Pharaonic 

ships >., 38 
Wadi Samun (Wadi Samun): Abbasid; 

W^wa? Island ( Jazlrat Waqwaq), 
(map 3) 104 

warships: types. .Sir Glossary: Early 
and Middle Medieval periods, 26; 
built to attack Qais, 79; owned by 
ruler of Qais, 81; Byzantine: hull 
shape, 153; Muslim: hull shape, 
153; decking, 160; compared with 
a bird, 203; on the River Nile, 208; 
rigging, 209; Christian >., 235; 
protection of cargo and pilgrim ships 
in Mediterranean///.. 235: protection 
of cargo ships, 235: use of the t/urqur 
for protection of Muslim ships in 
the Mediterranean fn., 235; fire for 
protection of Christian shipping///.. 
235; protection of merchant ships. 
237; manning of, 245; manning of 
Muslim and Byzantine warships, 245; 
paucity of information on battles 
at sea, 249; canoes used against the 
Zanj, 250; Barldl use of small ships, 
251; types used by Qais against 
Aden, 252; shims, sent by Ayyubids 
to protect Aden, 253; 'ukayn, used by 
the Sultan of Honavar against Goa, 



255; wnT-jqfns on the Malabar coast, 
255; types used by and against the 
Portuguese, 256; Portuguese, 256; 
Muslim, 256, 330, 355; warships 
of Adil al-Dln, 260; building of, 
262; use of term khashab, 267; use 
of term safina harbiyya, 270; generic 
terms, 273—4; the qurqur in the 
middle medieval Islamic period, 292; 
Portuguese reference to the tarrada, 
307; the zawraq, 308; iron plates used 
for protection, 322; the sumayriyya 
used in Mesopotamia, 323-4; sails 
lowered and oars used during batde, 
326; the bdrija found in Indian Ocean, 
329; methods of fighting from a war 
galley, 331; use of rams, 331; the 
"round ship" war galley, 33 1-2; the 
Mediterranean war galley, 330-2; the 
dromon- shim illus., 335; use of rams 
illus., 336; Chinese: use of naphtha- 
throwers, 345; the carraca illus., 347; 
the harrdqa illus., 348; the Portuguese 
caravel illus., 351; the tarrada illus. 335: 
use of cargo ships, 356; illustrations, 
356-7; the fire launching harrdqa. 
375 

Wasit al-Wasit ', 327. 379: military and 
commercial centre, 67; products of, 
68; base for Hamdanid attack on 
Basra-Ubulla, 25 1 : sacking by the 
Zanj, 326 

al-Wilsitl: crew members at work illus., 
176-8 

watch towers, 2 1 7 

water: export from Al-Bahravn by 
ship, 71; storage on board, 185; 
transported to Hormuz in tarrddas. 
307 

watercraft: design and building fn. . 1 1: 

early use of reeds, tree trunks and 

turde shells, 111-12 
waterskins, 1 12; use as watercraft, 

116-17; use up to 20th century 116; 

illus., 116-17; use for rafts, 119 
al-Wathiq, Abbasid caliph, 249 
Wehr, 22, 380 
West India. See India 
Western Indian Ocean. See Indian 

whales: fishing at Malindi, 100: oil, use 
for caulking, 151; danger from, 234; 
methods of deterrence, 243-5 

Whitehouse: excavations at Siraf 80; 
Red Sea trade, 97 
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Whilewright: development of sail types. 
212 

Williamson: Sasanian sea trade, 56; 
Chinese sailing to Persian (!nlf, 77 

winds: Persian Gulf, 186; Red Sea, 186, 
232; monsoon, 186-8; strength of 
gales, 230; association with spiritual 
power, 240; cutting with swords, 240 

World Ma]), according lo kraloMhcnes 
and Strabo (map 1) 6 

H'u bei rjii Treatise on Militarv 
Preparedness), 194, 382 

Xavier: conversions to Christianity. 

256 
Xi'an, 11 

Xin Yuan'ou: dangers of large number 
of masts, 222; availability of materials 
for ship's joinery, 223; difficulties in 
building large ships, 223; formula for 
calculating displacement Jh., 225 

Xu Jing: description of Chinese ships, 
221 

Yalbulgha Alabog: building of warships 
• »/m nib and tarida types), 356 

Yamama (Yamama), 54 

Yanbo (Yanbu 1 ), 84, 96 

al-Ya quid: Avla. 96: geography of the 
region, 23; on Bahgdad, 67; Qulzum, 
96; on sewn ships, 162-3; taxes on 
China Sea trade. 228: building of 
large sewn ships at Ubulla, 268 

al-Yaqut: on ruler of Qais, 81; 

description of the zaww, 299; use of 
the dwnj against Aden. 3 IS 

Yassi Ada shipwreck, 331, 357 

Yazd, (map 7) 82 

Yazdagird I, 58 

Yazdagird III, 188 

Yemen (Yaman), 37, 69, 89; trade with 
India, 50; invasion by Sasanians, 56; 
rule bv Ethiopia, 56; artefacts in Ras 
al-Khaimah, 74; exports to Qais, 80; 
ships at New Hormuz, 82; expedition 
from Harun al-Rashld, 94; Egyptian 
merchants, 97: agents for Egyptian 
merchants, 106; export of coconut 
wood, 148; import of coir, 149; sewn 
ships, 163; Persian sea captains in 
ports, 179 

Yemenite: shipwrights, 143, 365; 

seafarers, 180, 365; possible copying 
of the shini in Aden, 335 

Yemenite ships: (modern) sanbuq: sewn 



planks, 163; compared to the jahazi, 
315 

Yemenite tribe: the Banu Ghassan, 379 

Young: the Marsh Arabs, 128 

Yuan dvnastv, 77-8. 382; shipwrecks. 31; 

measurement of stars, 199 
Yung-Lo, Ming Emperor, 106 

Zab, River, 304 
Zabid Zabld), 94 

al-Zabldl: interpretation of the term 
dusur, 162; derivation of the modern 
term fulitka, 287; description of 
the qurqilm, 332; significance and 
limitations of his Arabic lexicon, 373 

Zafar (Zafar), 189; use of the term 
rubbdn, 183; greeting of captain and 
crew, 312 

Zagros Mountains, 43 

Zanj (East Africa), Sea of, 234 

Zanj (East African) slaves, 68, 99, 
249-50, 325: Zanj in Southern Iraq, 
250; provision of sumqyrinm, 323 

Zanj war, 69,>., 99, 249-50, 324-8; 
effect on trade fn., 69; use of canoes. 
128; defeat, 250; capture of Wasit, 
326; mi'bar as generic term for a 
transport ship. 327: use of the jarihivTii 
for transport. 328: siijina as generic 
term for a transport ship 327-38; 
use of the harrdqa 343-5; al-Tabart's 
account, 249-50; warships used, 250; 
use ol the Miijm for transport, 324 

Zanj, Land of the, (map 3) 104 

Zanzibar, 99-100 

al-Zarqall (Arzachel): astronomical 
studies, 202 

Zeila. 95, 312, 319 

Zenker, 22 

Zheng He-Treasure Ships, 31, 98, 

106, 222: superiority of fleet, 107; 

measurement of star altitudes, 199; 

dimensions of Chinese ships, 221: 

illustration showing rigging, 223; 

length of keel, 223; ships tonnage, 

223: number of men on board, 

224-5: naval force, 261 
Zhu Di, Ming Emperor, 106 
Zivada: shape of the tarida, 153 
Zoroastrianism: Sasanian state religion, 

55;>., 58 
Zoskales. ruler of kingdom near 

Massawa, 52 
Zuhayr b. Abl Sulma: ode comparing 

camels with ships, 278 



